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      For Jordyn

      

      “Gratitude helps us to see what it there instead of what isn’t.” - Annette Bridges

      

      “You must not let anyone define your limits because of where you come from. Your only limit is your soul.”

      – Gusteau, Ratatouille

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Jordyn Preston

          

        

      

    

    
      Jordyn Preston is a nineteen-year-old Las Vegas native where she lives with her family and two golden retrievers. When she’s not kicking cancer’s ass, you’ll find her volunteering at her favorite dog training facility, creating art from copper or the stroke of a paint brush.  She also enjoys cooking and sewing.

      In June 2015, Jordyn was diagnosed with a very rare liver cancer and received a full liver transplant on September 3, 2015. She remained cancer free for almost two years, before being re-diagnosed in Aug 2017, one week into her senior year of high school.

      Through cancer, Jordyn found a new love, speaking in public. She shares her story and scars in hopes of inspiring others. Jordyn also acts as an Ambassador for the Make A Wish Foundation.
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          Jamie

        

      

    

    
      There was a time during my pregnancy when I considered myself a beached whale, but I take it all back, every single bit. In fact, I consider it an insult to whale mamas everywhere because I’m actually a Wooly Mammoth. A big, hairy, oversized mammal that sways when she walks, can’t shave her legs, and snores like a freight train when she sleeps because her son is pressing on every organ inside her body. That’s me in a nutshell. Ajay assures me I look normal, like any other woman in her third trimester about to give birth would look. I want to ask who he’s been spending time with because seriously, how the hell does he know that?

      Also, I’m slightly irrational.

      I cry at everything. I see a dog on television, tears. Evelyn tells me she loves me, tears. Ajay asks me if I want ice cream — as if I’d say no right now — I bawl. I’m nothing but a bubbling mess of emotions. I asked my lady doc why because I wasn’t this way with Evelyn. She said it’s likely due to my relationship with Ajay. She went as far as to say I’m harboring some ill will toward him for not being there when I had Evelyn. If she had balls, I would’ve kicked her in them. Who does she think she is, blaming Ajay? To make matters worse, I didn’t even tell her that he wasn’t Evelyn biological dad, she freaking looked him up on the web and figured it out for herself. Ajay suggested I switch doctors, but come on, I’m too close to the end to give her the satisfaction. Besides, men don’t understand that a woman and her lady doc have a special connection.

      My son attempts to break free through my abdomen wall instead of opting for the normal, more natural way. I grimace, breathe in and out, and as gently as I can, push his fist until it no longer looks like I have a tumor growing out of the side of my belly. Today, I’m walking around the mall, trying to induce my labor. I’m a week or two out, but it’s time. I can feel it. This boy clearly plans to be the next Pele, Pete Sampras or Muhammed Ali. The way he kicks, punches and swings will rival anyone in the sports world. Of course, Ajay says he’s practicing his drumming techniques, but I disagree and so do my bladder and rib cage.

      Most of the women who I pass by smile. They get it. They understand that I’m waddling for a good cause. They aren’t snickering as the mall walkers, most of whom are older than Evelyn can count to, huff and puff when they have to divert around my mammoth ass. They’re rolling their eyes and I’m giving them the proverbial finger. Oh yeah, those are fat sausages right now, too. I had to take my rings off which made me cry. I don’t want to be without my wedding band and wearing it around my neck just isn’t the same.

      I love Ajay for loving me right now because I know I’m hard on him. I can be sweet and loving one minute, screaming the next. My mood swings are rivaled with that of a roller coaster. Up and down, twist and turn, flip, toss and jostle. And when all is said and done, I’m looking at him like he’s the problem. I blame the nameless boy and he put him in my belly.

      There’s a bench a few feet away. It takes me five minutes to get to it. I need something to chuck toward it so no one else will take it before I can get there. Let’s be honest here, not everyone will give up their seat for a pregnant woman. They should, but they don’t. Knowing this, I waddle faster. I make my hips move as quickly as I can until my hand touches the fake wood. What’s even better about this spot is that there’s a table nearby. I heave my equally swollen feet on top of it and sigh. Finally, relief. The lady across from me looks at me like I have three heads. In my head, she’s getting the double bird. I’m tired, super fat, and have a small human growing inside of me. Or maybe she’s smirking at my shirt. Across my oversized boobs it reads, “Your Eviction Notice Has Been Served.” Ajay bought it for me, along with a dozen other shirts with ridiculous puns on them. They make me laugh, which tends to turn into tears. I love my husband. I really do. I love everything about him including the meat stick that caused this. I tell him this is my last baby; two is enough. He laughs and pokes me with his baby maker, thinking he can get me doubly pregnant.

      I love him.

      I do.

      Even if I have to repeat it to myself, over and over to remind myself of that fact.

      “I take it you’re overdue?” The woman across from me asks.

      “Nope,” I say placing my hand on my stomach. I can feel him moving around and about to kick. “Although I feel like I’m about to burst. I’m hoping that by walking, it gets things moving faster.”

      “Sex does that, sweetie.”

      As if I didn’t know. Ajay read the book – he knows!

      “My husband and I have five children.”

      Good for you.

      “This guy is our second.”

      “Oh, we never found out with ours.”

      “We wanted to have a reveal party with our family and friends, but the tech just blurted it out,” I say with a shrug.

      “Oh, I’ve seen those. They seem cute. I probably would’ve done one, but they didn’t exist back when I was having babies.”

      “Times definitely do change rather quickly.” The baby is starting to become active, which means I’ve rested as long as I should. I take a couple of deep breaths and push myself off the bench. The lady stands too and holds her hands out, almost as if she thinks I’m going to fall. I probably could’ve and am very appreciative of her for thinking so. I smile and tell her to have a good day.

      Because I’m in a mall in California which seems to contain every store humanly possible, it’s always busy. From the moment the stores open and until they close, people are shopping. Unfortunately for me, there isn’t a better time for me to come so I find myself waiting for traffic to clear before I can shuffle my gargantuan body out into the masses. As soon as I do, I get side looks and stares, but what do I care? I’m on a mission to get this body ready for delivery… oh, bathroom!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m laid out in the kiddy pool when Ajay comes home from work. He bought this for me at an end of the season sale even though our subdivision has a pool. It’s been easier for me to plop into it to cool off rather than taking my golf cart down the road. I don’t sit out here all day, but just enough to cool down and then go back into the house where I have the air conditioner set at sixty — a far cry from the fifty degrees I had it set at during the summer.

      He leans down and kisses me. Even though I look like Jabba the Hutt and feel even bigger, he hasn’t shied away. He rests his hand on my belly and our son kicks. It’s like he knows his daddy’s home from work. “I love you,” he says as he pulls his lips away. It’s how he says goodbye every morning before he leaves and how he greets me every time he comes back from being wherever he’s gone, even if it’s the store. It’s also the last thing he does before we go to bed at night. I can easily say I wouldn’t change this habit for anything.

      “I love you,” I tell him in return. I silently motion for him to help me up and he does. I’m dripping wet, but he doesn’t care. He pulls me to his chest, his shirt soaking instantly.

      “How’s our boy?” His hand is back on my stomach, waiting for another kick.

      “He’s an…” I stop myself from saying he’s an asshole because he’s not. He’s just as eager to meet us as we are him. “Still practicing his karate skills.”

      Ajay chuckles. “Drummer.”

      “He can be anything he wants.” That’s what parents are supposed to say, right? Every day, Evelyn tells me she’s going to be something different. Just this morning she told me she’s going to be a princess and marry the future King of England. I told her to follow her dreams.

      This makes Ajay smile. “Drummer,” he whispers against my lips. I have no doubt our son will be musically inclined. Evelyn already is and technically she’s not even Ajay’s. On the weekends, she will go to band practice with him. Quinn has been teaching her how to play the guitar and Ajay has her taking singing lessons. Not because he’s forcing her, but because she asked. It doesn’t matter what she asks of him, he does it. She has him wrapped around her little finger.

      “Where’s my girl?” he asks as he helps me into the house.

      “I’m right here.” I wink and try to shimmy, but in my overly pregnant state, it’s far from attractive.

      “My other girl,” he corrects himself. “The one that calls me Daddy.”

      I lean up against the counter and look at my husband. “I mean, if you want me to scream out ‘Daddy’, I can.”

      Ajay turns red. Way back in the day, he probably would’ve said yes, but since he came into Evelyn’s life, she’s the only one he wants to hear it from until our son starts speaking.

      I waddle toward him. “Just think of me, looking back at you, while you—” he places his hand over my mouth and gives me a look that’s surely meant to be stern.

      “I will happily take care of you and your dirty thoughts later, but you will never call me Daddy while in the bedroom. The thought…” Ajay pulls his hand away and shudders. He’s so protective of Evelyn, it makes me wish every day that he was her father. “Where’s Evelyn?” he asks after he composes himself.

      I can’t help but laugh. “She’s with Katelyn. She picked her up after school and promised to have her home by dinner.”

      “What are they up to?”

      I shrug. If I had to guess, shopping, which means Katelyn is spending money on Evelyn and this baby of ours. “Plotting world domination?”

      Ajay frowns.

      “I didn’t ask, and she didn’t volunteer the information. She called this morning and asked if Evelyn could spend a few hours with her after school. Being that she promised she’d be home by dinner, my guess is mani-pedis, and if that’s the case I’m pissed because I haven’t seen my toes in months and I’m sure they’re horrid.” My toes wiggle, as if to remind me that they’ve been neglected.

      “Go this weekend,” Ajay suggests. “We aren’t rehearsing. I’m sure Dana will go with you.”

      I do like the thought of going and wouldn’t mind hanging out with Dana. “I’ll text her and see if she’s free.”

      “Until then,” he says as he comes closer. He rests his hands on either side of me, boxing me in. “I think I’d like to take you up on your offer.”

      “Oh yeah, you want me to call you Daddy?”

      Ajay shakes his head and looks away briefly. “I’m talking more about the part where you’re looking at me from over your shoulder. I can only imagine what I’m doing behind you.”

      “If you love me, you’ll do your part to get your son to come out.”

      “You know, it’s been scientifically proven that sex and semen don’t actually cause you to go into labor.”

      “I wish I never gave you that damn book. I don’t care what the book says, old wives’ tales and all that,” I say as I grip his shirt and drag him behind me toward our room. “I want to orgasm this baby right out of me.”
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      Someone once said that if you plan to be in the public eye, you have to have nerves of steel. I never understood the meaning behind those words until now.

      Hendrix, being our resident gossip hound, has shown up with his weekly supply of magazines and print outs from the web. I don’t know what possesses him to spend hours going through sites or why he wastes his money on the newsstand rags, but he does. He tells us that we need to be in the “know” and prepared for whatever might come our way.

      The only thing I want coming my way is my son, even though it seems that the national tabloid for junk wants to paint me as a man who is not faithful to his very pregnant wife. Honestly, seeing the headline and the accompanying picture of my wife carrying out a garbage bag which the writer deems to be my belongings, makes my stomach roll. It makes me absolutely sick that people can post this crap and get away with it. Even though there have been numerous lawsuits against them, the magazines still post stories that are completely fabricated. Sources are protected under the law and that’s all these fake journalists have to say when questioned… they have an anonymous source. I can say with certainty not a single person in Camp Ballard has ever spoken to the media. I’d like to see them try though. I have a feeling the Sheriff might give them a bit of a run around and some made up story about chicken running along the coastline.

      Dana, Quinn, Keane and I are lines deep in reading the drama when Elle interrupts us.

      “I see I’m walking into another shit storm,” she says as she pulls two chairs into our circle. We’re supposed to be rehearsing, but thanks to Hendrix, we’re fueling our tempers. I barely acknowledge Elle or the woman who sits down next to her.

      Elle clears her throat to get our attention. As much as I want to keep reading about the redhead I’m having an affair with, I set the article down on my lap and focus on my boss.

      “With popularity,” she starts, “comes drama.”

      This would be the perfect time to blurt out something like “no shit, Sherlock,” but I bite my tongue.

      “I want to introduce you to Zoey Donaldson. I’ve hired her to take over the publicity side of the business. Moving forward, she will be your right hand when it comes to events and the media.”

      “And you’re doing what now?” Quinn asks his sister.

      “I’m still going to manage but I’m expanding as well. I’ve signed two bands and one solo act.”

      We all knew this day would come. Sinful Distraction was Elle’s building block. If she could make us successful, we knew others would want to be on her team. As happy as I am for her, adding more to her work load will take away the individual attention she gives us.

      I watch Quinn as he stares at his sister. Something tells me her signing more to her management group was not something they agreed upon when he joined the group. He’s never really said what his agreement with his sister is, but I have a feeling an expansion wasn’t part of it.

      “Hey, Zoey,” Hendrix breaks the tension between the siblings. He goes over and shakes her hand. “I guess you’re taking my job.”

      Zoey looks at Elle who is shaking her head. “What he means is, you’ll be the one trolling for misleading articles.”

      “Oh,” Zoey seems surprised. “Actually, I’m going to ask that you bring them to me or simply email the link. Of course, I’ll prowl on my own, but won’t be able to catch them all. And depending on the work load, we’re hoping to hire an assistant very soon.”

      “That’ll be great,” he says, almost as if he needs someone to help him scour the internet for garbage.

      “With that said,” Zoey says, “if something happens where you’ll need me to intervene, it’s best that you come to me right off. My office will be just down the hall from Elle’s.”

      “What hall?” Quinn interrupts.

      The siblings have a stare down. “I’m in a position where I can rent a floor upstairs,” Elle smiles as she says this, as does Quinn.

      “Congratulations. Maybe next time you can burst in here acting happy instead of looking like someone stole your cat. We’re supposed to be a family.”

      The last part of Quinn’s statement was definitely meant to hurt Elle. I can tell by his expression he’s hurt that she didn’t tell him the news beforehand. I can see his point, but also hers. Her job is to manage the band and while her brother is our lead singer, she can’t always worry about his feelings.

      I clear my throat, getting Zoey and Elle’s attention. “Would this be a good time to tell you that the article Hendrix gave me is utter crap? I’m not cheating on my pregnant wife.”

      “Yes, of course,” Zoey reaches for the article. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Have you thought about selling the first pictures of your child to People?”

      “Um…” her question catches me off guard. “I’d have to talk to my wife.”

      Zoey seems pleased with this. “Do it and let me know. I’ll set it up. They’ll pay, especially for the exclusive, which means you can’t post any pictures on social media until after they’ve released their cover and story.”

      “Seems simple enough,” I tell her. “I’ll talk to Whiskey when I get home.”

      “Your wife’s name is Whiskey?” Zoey pulls her phone from her purse and frantically scrolls. Elle places her hand on top of Zoey’s.

      “Jamie or Jameson is her actual name. Ajay calls her Whiskey.”

      Poor Zoey looks flustered and slightly confused. Personally, I think Whiskey is a cool name. So much so that I’m going to ask my wife if we should use it to name our son. Fat chance she’ll say yes, but I’m learning that right now I get what I want if I give her what she needs.

      “If there isn’t anything else?” Elle asks as she stands.

      “Well there actually is,” Hendrix says.

      “And what’s that?”

      “It seems Dana has a boyfriend. We should probably take care of that as well.”

      Dana’s breath catches. She looks from Hendrix to Elle and then to the floor.

      “I’m a bit confused,” Elle states. “If Dana wants a boyfriend, surely she’s allowed.”

      Hendrix waves her off. “No, the tabloids are saying she has one. Zoey should demand a retraction.”

      Dana remains quiet in this ping pong match between Elle and Hendrix.

      “Hendrix, can you please stop?” Dana begs.

      “I’m helping you out.”

      “No, you’re embarrassing me. Just stop.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would you want people to think you’re taken when you’re not?”

      Dana looks away. I’ve never been one to pry, but something tells me Dana is trying to keep whatever she has going on, on the downlow.

      “You have a boyfriend?” Hendrix asks his ex.

      “It doesn’t matter if I do; you sleep with every girl who bats her eyelashes at you.”

      Hendrix stands. He looks at each of us before focusing on Dana again. “Is that what you think?”

      “It’s what I know,” she mumbles. With those words, Hendrix walks out of the room, slamming the door behind him and leaving us with nothing but an awkward silence.

      After a long minute but what feels more like five, Elle tells us that if he doesn’t come back, we can call it a day. I want to raise my hand and ask her at what point do we call it a day? Are we waiting for ten minutes, fifteen? Thirty? A dude really needs some sort of timeline. But I think better of it and decide not to… and no one else bothers to ask her either.

      We sit there in silence, no one knowing what to say. When Quinn stands, the rest of us wait to see what he does as if none of us are capable of making our own decisions.

      “I’m out,” he says. “It’s too nice out to sit in this room. If any of you want to come to the house and surf, I’ll fire up the grill.” He doesn’t wait for an answer before he walks out. I like the idea of surfing and wonder if Whiskey is up for the drive out to Quinn’s.

      Keane asks if I’m ready to leave. Since moving in next to him, we try to carpool as much as possible, and for the most part it works out well. We tell Dana goodbye. Even with Hendrix gone, there’s still tension lingering in the air. They have a lot of unresolved issues and are usually pretty good about keeping them out of band business, except for moments like today.

      I follow Keane out of the studio and as we walk down the hall, we’re putting on sunglasses and baseball caps. The minor disguise doesn’t always work because fans hang out in front of the studio, but there are times when we can escape the confines of the building undetected.

      Today is one of those days. Keane and I walk down the street toward his car with no one giving us even a second glance. These moments are few and far between and I certainly don’t take them for granted.

      On the drive home, I text Whiskey and ask her if she and Evelyn want to go out to Quinn’s.

      She agrees and says they’ll be ready to go when I get home.

      “Looks like we’re going to Quinn’s,” I tell Keane.

      “Do you think Dana will go? I wonder if Quinn texted Hendrix.”

      I shake my head, “Nope. I don’t know what’s going on with them.”

      “It’s odd. They’re definitely not a couple but Hendrix acts like they are.”

      “Jealous?” I suggest. “Although from what I understand, he broke things off with her. He’s acting super possessive of her.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. It’s odd. What I do know though is that she’s been seeing someone.”

      “She has?”

      “Mhm,” Keane confirms as he changes lanes. “I ran into her at the store out by our place.”

      “Doesn’t she live downtown?”

      “I thought so. Maybe this guy she’s seeing lives in our area.”

      “In the burbs?” I can’t help but laugh. “I thought only parents lived out here.”

      Keane shrugs. For the most part we keep to ourselves. Each of us has our own life, which tends to be our escape from the crazy band dynamic.

      As he pulls into our subdivision, I send a quick text to Whiskey to let her know we’re about home. Of course, by the time I type it out and send it, Keane is pulling into his driveway. Doesn’t matter though because as soon as I’m out of the car, Evelyn is barreling toward me. Last night she ended up spending the night with Harrison and Katelyn so I didn’t get to see her.

      I crouch down just in time for her to launch herself into my arms. “Daddy!” she squeals as I catch her. Holding her tightly in my arms, I spin her in a circle just so I can hear her laugh. While these moments just started with her, I know they won’t last long. She’s growing up far too fast.

      “So happy that you decided to come home.” I set her down and take her hand in mine. “How was school today?”

      “It was good, but Daddy, have you seen Miss Katelyn’s house?”

      “I have. It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

      “Yep, a crab walked right onto the patio last night and scared Miss Katelyn with its pinchers.”

      “Oh no. What did Mr. Harrison do?”

      “He laughed. I did, too, because it was funny.”

      “I bet it was.” We don’t even make it to the house when Whiskey comes outside with her arms full of towels and toys.

      “Get in,” she hollers at us. “I need to get to the beach.” Evelyn and I do as she says because the wrath of a pregnant woman is no fun for anyone.
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      I think I’m going to miss being pregnant. I’m not going to miss the swollen feet, my weak bladder or my overheated body, but I’m going to miss the back rubs that Ajay randomly gives me. I’m going to miss the way his hands caress my stomach, the way he’s always aware of where I am in the room and how he knows exactly what I need.

      My eyes are on him as he drives down the highway toward the beach. There’s an unearthly glow about him. Everyone says that mother’s glow when they’re pregnant, never mentioning the father, but as I look at Ajay, I see it. Impending fatherhood looks good on him, sexy even.

      Since this morning, my back has been killing me. My mom said it was a sign of labor, however, at my doctor’s appointment earlier in the week, she said I was still closed. Even though it’s a heavy task, I hoist my feet up and set them on the glovebox. The relief is almost instant.

      Ajay laughs. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m good,” I tell him. Since we’ve gotten back together, I’ve tried to avoid using the word ‘fine’ when he asks how I’m doing. I read somewhere that the word is misleading to both parties and leaves your partner or significant other to think negatively. “Do you like my toes?” They wiggle, showing off their freshly painted pink color.

      “I do.” Ajay reaches for my hand, bringing it to his lips. He holds my hand to this mouth for a long moment, which allows me to ogle my hot husband. Damn, how did I get so lucky? “Did Evelyn paint them for you?”

      “I did, Daddy,” she yells from the backseat. “Mommy did my nails.” Ajay looks into the rearview mirror and smiles, leading me to believe she’s holding her hand up for him to see.

      “I thought you were going to try and go with Dana this weekend?”

      “She’s busy,” I tell him. “Said she had plans but would check in with me when she got back.”

      “Back from where?”

      I shrug. “Didn’t ask.”

      “Do you know if she’s seeing someone?” Ajay asks, which I find odd. He’s not one to pry into people’s business, especially one of his bandmates. He’s said before that the media is intrusive enough so if they want him to know something, they’ll tell him.

      “She hasn’t mentioned anything, why?”

      Ajay sighs, “Elle hired someone to handle publicity, which reminds me of something I need to ask, but first,” he pauses, “Hendrix said some stuff about a media outlet post that reported Dana has a boyfriend and how a retraction needs to be issued. She became super quiet and they sort of had a standoff. Keane says he’s seen her around our area at the grocery store and says she’s seeing someone.”

      “She hasn’t mentioned anything to me and before you even go there, no, I’m not going to ask her. If she wants me to know — which she may not because if she’s keeping it from Hendrix, she may not want you to know — she’ll tell me.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s this other thing you have to talk to me about?”

      “Zoey, our new publicity person, asked if we want to sell the baby pics to People as some exclusive thing. She said they’d pay good money.”

      I’m not even going to lie, I’ve seen those issues with the newborns on the covers and I’ve been jealous. Of course, I’ve wished that I was the mom on the front, being looked at adoringly by her husband, with their perfect little baby nestled in between them. But now that I can be, I’m not sure it’s a good idea. Is it an invasion of the baby’s privacy? Many celebrities these days hide their children from prying eyes, which I completely understand. Nothing irks me more than some photographer taking pictures of Evelyn. Of course, she loves it. She thinks it’s the best thing ever and even becomes upset if she’s not smiling for the camera. I’ve told her that she needs to look away, to pretend she can’t see them, but she thinks the attention is fun. Ajay says she’ll change her outlook once she’s older and they’re following her everywhere and documenting her every move.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks.

      “The beach,” I say as it comes into view. “It’s beautiful.” Again, Ajay brings my hand to his lips and kisses me.

      “Someday.”

      “It doesn’t have to ever be, Ajay. Just knowing it’s here is enough.” Late at night, when he thinks I’m sleeping, he tells me his dreams. He wants to be like Quinn and own property along the ocean, but fears that Sinful Distraction won’t ever hit it big enough for him to afford a mansion by the sea. Every time he starts talking about it, I want to reassure him that we’re happy, that I love the house we live in, that my friends in the subdivision don’t give a rat’s ass about his job. But I know he lives with an underlying fear that he’ll never be good enough, and that’s thanks to his father walking out of his life. If Ajay could only see that Evelyn worships him, that I am so madly in love with him that sometimes it hurts, maybe he wouldn’t feel like he’s not the best for us.

      We pull up along the front of Quinn and Nola’s. Parking is limited, but Quinn always puts cones out to keep the spaces in front of their house free so his guests can park there. According to Nola, this pisses everyone off, and it’s completely of out of character for Quinn to act this way, but I get it.

      Nola’s at the passenger side door, opening it before I can even get my seatbelt off. We haven’t seen each other in almost a month because she went back to South Carolina to visit her family.

      “Oh my—”

      “If you tell me that I’m as big as a house, or a whale, or anything remotely close to either of those, I’ll just agree with you so save your energy.” I offer her my hand so she can help me out of the car. I know Ajay will do it, in fact, he’s rushing around the front now to get me, but it’s nice having a friend close by who cares enough to want to help me. Dhara and Fletcher will be here in a few days, but Nola and I have become close.

      “I would never,” she giggles. “Come on, I cut up some watermelon and Quinn’s moved a fan out to the patio for you. Oh, and my mom sent back tons of presents for the baby.”

      “He’s going to need his own house,” Ajay adds before opening the back door to get Evelyn.

      “I thought we were going to the beach?”

      “You’re really trying to earn the title of beached whale, huh?” I laugh at Nola’s joke. If anyone else had said it, I’d probably punch them.

      “Well my swimsuit is black and white,” I add, shrugging. Nola’s with me every step of the way, holding the gate to their very small side yard open so I can waddle through. Quinn peeks his head around the corner and smiles.

      “Still pregnant?” he asks, smirking as he comes toward me. He over exaggerates how much arm space he needs in order to hug me.

      “Still playing house without putting a ring on her finger?” I fire back him. Nola snorts and quickly ducks into their house.

      “That’s a low blow, Ballard.”

      “Just calling it like I see it, James.” I shrug and push past him. My stomach almost knocks him off balance. Before I step inside, I hear him say to Ajay, “Your wife knows how to hit me where it hurts.” I hope he’s referring to the fact that he hasn’t asked Nola to marry him yet.

      Inside, Nola’s busy in their downstairs kitchen. For once, I’m happy that I don’t have to climb stairs. As soon as I sit down, Evelyn comes in.

      “Miss Nola, may I use the restroom?”

      “Of course, do you remember where it is?” Evelyn nods and runs down the hallway with her swimsuit in hand. “I have a feeling Quinn told her he’d take her surfing,” she says.

      “I think you’re probably right, which means we’re taking our asses down to the beach to watch.”

      She sighs. “It is a glorious thing to watch them, isn’t it?”

      “It’s literally what dreams are made of.” Both of us seem to daze off into our day dreams, likely picturing our half naked guys standing in the surf. I shake my head to clear my thoughts just as Evelyn comes running out of the bathroom. She sets her clothes, which are folded as well as she could fold them, on the table and runs outside, hollering for Ajay and Quinn.

      “I’m ready if you are,” Nola says, with a basket in her hand. “Quinn also set up the beach chairs down by the surf so we don’t have to carry anything.”

      “He’s a keeper.”

      “Believe me, he’s as moody as the rest of them. I don’t know what happened at practice earlier, but he came home muttering something about family and how closed off his sister is.”

      “Really?” Ajay only mentioned the new person, Dana and Hendrix… oh and People wanting to buy my baby’s first pictures.

      “Something I’ve learned while dating Quinn is that he and his sister don’t always see eye to eye.”

      “Which one?”

      “Elle.”

      My mouth forms the ‘oh’ sound, but nothing comes out. She’s always been standoffish to me, but I chalked that up to her trying to protect Ajay and her investment in him.

      “Quinn is closer to Peyton. Growing up, she was quiet and so was Quinn, so they gravitated toward each other — plus they were both close to Noah, so they were always together.”

      “Their whole family seems perfect.” We cross the street and Nola motions for me to go down the stairs first. “You know it’s going to take a year for me to get down, right?”

      “Will you stop complaining and just go? You’re having a baby!”

      “Don’t be jealous,” I say, taking the first step.

      “Honestly, I am.”

      I don’t say anything until my feet are touching the sand. I kick off my flip flops and wonder if they’re really worth the effort of bending over to pick them up. Just when I’m about to donate them to whoever wants them, Nola scoops them up and starts walking toward our chairs.

      “Do you and Quinn talk about kids?”

      “Sometimes, but he knows I don’t want to be pregnant until we’re married.”

      “You’re still young,” I point out.

      Nola nods. “Growing up, I always thought I’d have one or two babies. When Quinn told me his sisters were twins, I was like, ‘Sweet, two babies at once!’ because twins tend to run on the male side, but nope… different parents and all that crap. And now when I look at Quinn and spend time with his family, I want like five or six kids.”

      “You want your own band!” I laugh at my corny joke.

      She looks at me and smiles. “I do. I want a big family. My sister is expanding her family. My cousins are starting to have babies. My brother,” she pauses and shakes her head. “Well he’s sowing oats so for all we know, he’s got offspring everywhere.”

      “And then there’s Quinn.”

      Nola nods. “I think I’m going to ask him to marry me.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yeah,” she says, almost as if I’ve given her some confidence or that saying it out loud helped her make up her mind. “Why not? Women are changing the way things are done every day.”

      “I think you…” I stop mid-sentence and my hand goes to my stomach as my son shows his pseudo aunt that he’s in full agreement with her idea.

      “I’ll go get Ajay. Quinn and I will take Evelyn with us.”

      “What?”

      Nola points down. Beneath me, there’s a puddle of darkened, wet sand. “But I want to go to the beach.” My whiney voice falls on deaf ears. Nola is at the shore, waving her arms rapidly. Ajay must sense something’s up because he’s paddling in faster than I’ve ever seen.

      “Well, you definitely know how to cause a commotion,” I say to my stomach. My baby boy must hear me because his foot kicks me so hard that I groan in agony.
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      I love my wife more than anything in this world, aside from Evelyn, but the machoman in me wishes like hell that I hadn’t picked her up because carrying a very pregnant woman through scorching hot sand while she’s holding onto my neck for dear life was not the best decision I’ve ever made.

      Quinn, Nola and Evelyn are hot on our tails. Evelyn is screaming that she wants to be with her mom. Nola is trying to diffuse the situation by telling her that she’s coming along, but riding with her and Quinn, and Quinn is standing in the middle of the Pacific Coast Highway, blocking traffic so I have a clear path to my car. What a clusterfuck.

      “I can walk,” Whiskey says. She’s right, she probably can, but thanks to the machoman syndrome I’m currently experiencing, there’s no way in hell I’m setting her down. Besides, my wife doesn’t have shoes on, and the pavement will burn her feet. I’m thankful Quinn suggested I put the water socks on, or I’d be in the same boat.

      My heart breaks as I help Whiskey into the car because Evelyn is having no part in not going with her mother right now. “Go to her,” Whiskey says, nodding toward our daughter. I do, crouching down in front of her and wiping away her tears.

      “Why can’t I go?”

      “You can, but you’re going to ride with Miss Nola, okay?”

      She shakes her head and points toward her mom. “I want to be with Mommy.”

      “I know baby girl, but Daddy is going to drive really fast to get Mommy to the hospital.”

      “What about me, Daddy?”

      Cue the waterworks. My eyes blur with tears and I struggle with telling my sweet daughter no. My experience is lacking right now and as much as I want to tell her she can come with us, I’m afraid I’ll forget about her in the melee. Taking her hand in mine, I lean forward and kiss the tip of her nose. “Can you do me a favor?”

      She nods, but it isn’t without a whimper.

      “Mommy and I need you to be the big sister right now and go with Miss Nola and Quinn. They’re going to follow behind us so you’ll be at the hospital when your baby brother arrives. I promise you that you’ll be the first one to see him after Mommy and I do, okay?”

      Evelyn nods again, and before I can say anything, she’s scooped up into the air by Quinn. He whispers something in her ear, and whatever he says puts a smile on her face. “Go.” He motions toward the car where my wife’s waiting.

      As luck would have it, there’s traffic. It’s typical for any part of California but just this once, I wish there wasn’t. I honk and flash my lights, but no one cares. We’re all headed somewhere, with our own agendas.

      Whiskey screams out and, once again, her feet are pressed against the glove box. This time though, I know it’s not because her back hurts. “Don’t push,” I tell her.

      “I have to, he’s right there.”

      “Whisk—” my voice is cut off by another scream. I’m trying to hold her hand and navigate through traffic at the same time, but it’s hard. “Please, Whiskey.”

      “Ajay, he’s coming. I can feel him.”

      “Fuck.” I’m left with no choice but to maneuver through the maze of cars in front of me until I’m on the shoulder of the freeway. I gun it, pushing the pedal as far as I can with my flashers on, hoping that people see me and praying that a police officer doesn’t. I ask Siri to find me the nearest hospital because we’re not making it back to Los Angeles where her doctor is. My navigation pops up, showing me I’m within a few miles of a hospital.

      “That’s not the plan,” Whiskey says, in between her breathing.

      “None of this was the plan, but we’ll have to make do for right now.” I ask Siri to my call my in-laws and as soon as Patricia picks up the phone, Whiskey screams out.

      “Oh my God, Jamie. Where’s Ajay?”

      “I’m here, driving her to the hospital. It looks like he’s coming a few weeks early.”

      “We’re on our way.” I give my mother-in-law the name of the hospital that we’re going to just as I turn off and ask her to call Dhara and let her know. They were supposed to fly out next week in preparation.

      I race toward the hospital and pull into the emergency room bay, parking off to the side. I’m likely to get towed, but right now I don’t care. My son is on his way into the world and I’m not going to miss it. As soon as the security guard comes out, probably to tell me that I can’t park here, I yell that I need a wheelchair and that wife is in labor and starting to push.

      Once I have the door open, I lock gazes with Whiskey. She smiles and for some reason this puts me at ease. “I love you,” I tell her before, once again, pulling her into my arms. Just as I turn to head toward the door, the man is back with a chair.

      “You can’t park there, sir.”

      “Tow it or move it yourself.” I toss him the keys and push the chair containing my precious cargo into the hospital. “My wife’s in active labor,” I scream as loud as possible. People stop, and stare. When Whiskey screams out in pain, the staff starts moving. I’m told to follow a nurse who is barking orders. Two orderlies meet up with us, one is taking our information, while the other is making sure no one gets in our way.

      We stop in the middle of the hallway and my wife is transferred to a bed. Now, the nurse is leading the way and the orderly is pushing her, giving me the chance to hold her hand. “I’m the best driver in the world,” I say to her. “Maybe I should give up being a drummer and go into Indy car racing or something.”

      “Then you’d smell like gasoline all the time and you’d be covered from head to toe in those ugly uniforms so no. I love my drummer too much to let you switch careers.”

      I’m tempted to crawl onto the bed with her, just so I can hold her. She’s squeezing my hand, as if it’s her lifeline. It hurts like hell, but I’m doing my damnedest to keep the grimace off my face.

      We rush through another set of doors and we’re finally in the maternity ward. It’s quiet, or at least it was until Whiskey came barreling in. Another nurse greets us, leading us to her room. The orderly moves the bed with such ease, I feel like I should give him a tip or something.

      “Hello, Jameson. I’m Rose.”

      I have to bite back a laugh as I look around the room. There’s rose wallpaper in the room and the hospital we’re at is Rosewood Medical.

      “Jamie,” she groans out. Rose puts Whiskey’s feet into the stirrups while others work around my wife. She’s set up on a monitor and our son’s heartbeat fills the room. It’s the coolest sound I’ve ever heard, aside from Evelyn calling me Daddy and Whiskey telling me she loves me.

      “Your baby has a strong heartbeat. That’s good. It looks like you have a bit to go for dilation but unfortunately you’re too far along in active labor for us to give you anything.” Nurse Rose takes off her gloves and makes a note on a clipboard. “Who’s your regular OB?”

      I try to fill her in as much as possible while Whiskey works through a contraction. The nurse tells me that they’ll take good care of her and will make the necessary phone call to the OB.

      Once we’re alone, I pull a chair as close to the edge of the bed as I can get it. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she says, looking at me.

      “You’re going to have a baby today.” I think I’m funny, but sometimes she doesn’t, and this might be one of those times. Whiskey starts crying and, in an instant, I’m right next to her, trying to console her.

      “He’s early, Ajay. My mom and Dhara were supposed to be here.” Another contraction hits and this time I can practically feel the pain she’s in. “He’s coming, Ajay. I can feel him.”

      “The nurse said—”

      “I don’t care what she said. He’s either coming now or something is wrong.”

      I don’t hesitate to push the button that’s on the wall. Nurse Rose is back asking if everything’s okay.

      “No,” I tell her. “Our son is coming now.”

      She shakes her head and looks under the sheet covering Whiskey’s legs. As quickly as she came in, she’s back out and barking orders to the staff on the other side of the door. Everything happens quickly. Whiskey’s bed is raised and she’s now sitting up. A mobile cradle is brought in and more nurses enter the room.

      Nurse Rose sits between Whiskey’s legs, her hand disappearing under the sheet. “Okay, Mom, I want you to push through the next contraction, and Dad, I want you to hold her hand and encourage her. This won’t be easy for either of you.”

      We do as Rose says. Both Whiskey and I scream out. Her from the pain she’s in and me from the vice grip she has on my hand. Who knew my wife was this strong?

      “Where’s the doctor?”

      “She’s on her way, she’s just finishing up another delivery.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yep, full moon will do that to you.”

      “What?” I ask, feeling slightly stupid.

      From behind me, another answers. “It’s a full moon.”

      “It’s daytime,” I point out.

      “Moon is still full; you just can’t see it until the sun goes down.”

      Well thanks for making me feel stupid.

      The door swings open and woman wearing scrubs walks in. Right off, the staff is covering her in a gown and helping her put gloves on. “Such a beautiful day to have a baby. I’m Dr. Rosenbloom.”

      I must be in the twilight zone.

      “Anyone else named Rose in the room?” I ask. Two other nurses’ hands go up. “Freaky.”

      “Hi Jamie, sorry we’re meeting like this,” the doctor says.

      “Uh huh,” Whiskey mutters between pants.

      “On your next contraction, I want you to bear down and push.”

      Whiskey does and when she’s asked again, she gives it everything she can. Dr. Rosenbloom encourages my wife through every push. “Dad, you want to watch?”

      Whiskey grabs my shirt. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Why?” Obviously, this isn’t something we discussed.

      “Because, right now your son is wrecking my vagina and I don’t—” Whiskey screams out again in pain. The next thing I know, our son is laying on top of her and Dr. Rosenbloom is showing me a pair of scissors.

      “Would you like to cut his cord?”

      I’d like to go back to the moment when she tells the room it’s a boy because I missed it, even though I already knew, I still want to hear the words. I take the scissors and cut. It’s not as easy as I thought, but I manage to get the job done. A nurse, not Rose, sets him on Whiskey’s chest as she reclines in her bed. Everything is happening so fast and, in a blur — I feel like I’m treading water in a riptide.

      “Ajay, look at our son.”

      I’m right next to my wife, looking into the eyes of the son we created, and I’m in love. My heart is bursting with so much love, pride and joy. “Whiskey, he’s perfect.”

      “Does he have a name?” Nurse Rose asks.

      We shake our heads. “Not yet.”

      “You have time.”

      They give us a few minutes before they ask for our son. They want to clean and weigh him but promise to give him back as soon as possible.

      “You should see if Evelyn is out there.”

      I don’t want to leave Whiskey’s side but know how important it is to Evelyn to meet her brother. As soon as I step out of the room, it dawns on me that I never called Quinn to tell him where we are. I reach for my phone, only to find my pocket empty. On my way to the nurse’s station, I hear my daughter say “Daddy,” and see Evelyn running toward me with Nola hot on her tail.

      “How did you know?”

      “We were right behind you,” she says. “Is he here?”

      I nod. “The little guy was eager to meet his big sister,” I say looking down at Evelyn.

      “Do you want me to tell everyone?”

      “Who’s here?”

      Nola smiles, “Everyone.”

      I follow her down the hall to the waiting room and find the people who have become my family. Katelyn pulls me into her arms immediately, followed by Josie and Jenna. The guys pat me on the back and Liam opens a cigar box and tells everyone to take one. I’m overcome with emotion and taken back by their presence.

      “Does he have a name?” Katelyn asks.

      “Not yet. Whiskey wants Evelyn to be in the room when we name him… I just can’t believe you’re all here.”

      “No other place we’d be,” Harrison says. “We’re going to take Evelyn home with us until Jamie’s parents get here. Quinn called to let us know and Katelyn called her mom; we arranged for their flight out.”

      I open my mouth to say something, but there are no words. All I can do is nod and take Evelyn to see her mom.

      Inside the room, Whiskey looks almost like herself again. She’s sitting up and holding our son. Evelyn clings to my leg until I pick her up and set her next to her mom, while telling Whiskey about everyone being in the waiting room.

      “Hi, baby.”

      “Hi, sissy,” Whiskey says, speaking for our son.

      “He’s so cute but squishy.”

      “He won’t be in a few days. Do you want to hold him?”

      Evelyn nods and I help her adjust so she can cradle her brother. I try not to be jealous that Evelyn is holding him before me, but Whiskey sees something in my eyes. She reaches for me and I go around to the other side of the bed to kiss her. We talked about this, making sure Evelyn was included because it had just been the two of them for so long. Still, I want my moment.

      Whiskey takes him from Evelyn and hands him to me. He feels light and that’s when I realize how fragile he is.

      “Hi, Son,” I say as a flood of tears pour from my eyes. “I’m your dad.”

      “Babe, we need to give him a name.”

      I nod. We’ve had lists but nothing has stuck for one reason or another. I sit on the edge of the bed and put our son in the middle. The three of us stare at him, throwing out names that we like. It isn’t until Evelyn makes a suggestion that we pause, and everything feels right.

      “It’s perfect. You should take him out and introduce him to everyone.”

      “Are you sure? They can come in here one at a time. Also, your parents, Dhara and Fletcher aren’t here. Don’t you want to wait?”

      Whiskey shakes her head and smiles. “They were there for all of us, I think they’ll understand. Besides, I need a few moments with Evelyn.”

      I do as she suggests, taking our bundle of joy out to the waiting room. All eyes must’ve been waiting for me to appear because everyone is standing when I come into view. There are gasps from the women as they come toward me. I’m told he’s beautiful, sweet and perfect.

      “What’s his name?” Katelyn asks.

      I look down at my son and then back at my family. “His name is James Fletcher Ballard,” I say, fighting through the ache I feel in my throat. “He’s named after the most important men in our lives.” I chance a look at Harrison and Quinn, both smiling.

      “Oh my,” Katelyn says, covering her mouth. “You know I’d be thrilled if Evelyn and James want to call me grandma, right?”

      I nod, knowing how much Evelyn would love it as well. We spend a few more minutes with everyone until I’ve decided I’ve been away from Whiskey for too long. At Whiskey’s door, I push it open and walk in just as James opens his eyes. I hold him up and say, “Look Mama, my eyes are open.”

      Whiskey extends her arms, eager for her son. Evelyn sits on one side, and me on the other, completely mesmerized by my family. All I can think about is how lucky I am, knowing full well how different my life could’ve been.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Want to talk about books, movies, and have meme wars? Join us on Facebook in The Beaumont Daily
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      Heidi McLaughlin is a New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and USA Today Bestselling author of The Beaumont Series, The Boys of Summer, and The Archers.

      In 2012, Heidi turned her passion for reading into a full-fledged literary career, writing over twenty novels, including the acclaimed Forever My Girl, which has been adapted into a motion picture with LD Entertainment and Roadside Attractions, starring Alex Roe and Jessica Rothe, and opened in theaters on January 19, 2018.

      Don’t miss more books by Heidi McLaughlin! Sign up for her newsletter, or join the fun in her fan group!
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      Life has come down to this shitty excuse of a home for me. It’s a one-bedroom rat hole on the bottom floor of an old broken down apartment building on the wrong side of the tracks in Austin, Texas.

      Once upon a time, I was convinced that at the ripe age of forty, I’d have the pristine white picket fence and a loyal cock filling my life, daily.

      I’ve never had the picket fence and, well, there's been no cock to speak of in like, twenty-four years to be exact. Even then, it wasn’t what I’d hope for. It was a wham and a bam and not even a thank you, ma’am. Nope, all this woman has had is her middle finger and dozens of cheap vibrators that those bunny batteries outlast.

      Reality is a bitch and she’s slapped me upside the head over and over, but never knocking me down. It may have buckled my knees a time or two, but I refuse to allow my lousy hand of jokers gone wild to make me go all in and bust.

      My sweet daughter, Kennedy, is who keeps me going. Okay, let’s be honest-she’s feisty, determined, and Goddamn stubborn at best, but she’s all mine. She’s the one person who has never let me down and has always kept me on my toes. Even if the shoes they're in hurt my feet and tire my legs, this incredible young woman gives back to me the spades I need to give me a winning hand.

      I’ve never believed in blowing sunshine up people's asses. Our life has not been rainbows and sunshine. It’s been a living hell. For me, anyway. I’d repeat the process all over again to watch my daughter become the woman she is today.

      We missed our fifteen minutes of fame. We totally would’ve rocked Sixteen and Pregnant. My life has never been the same since Sebastian Sacco. The deadbeat asshole who I thought I could change. Boy, was that young man fine, like melt your panties and made you fucking stupid kind of fine.

      I was a smart girl back in the day with dreams to attend an Ivy League University. My parents were hard-working middle-class people who would have sent me anywhere I wanted to go, but I wanted them to live their life after I was gone, so I studied my ass off in hopes of getting a full academic ride. I wasn’t about to have them worry about paying for an education they couldn’t afford. So, I studied to become the best. I was a shoo-in for class Valedictorian since grade seven, and Sebastian made me dumb as a box of rocks with one smile shot in my direction.

      My parents, God rest their souls, had me later in life, which led me to take care of them and an infant until it became too much. I was forced to put them in a nursing home after my father had a stroke, and my mother began to lose her mind. Dad passed away six months later, my mom a year after that. I was a twenty-year-old single mother all alone with not much of the life insurance left after giving my parents a celebratory goodbye.

      Before my dad took a turn, he hated Sebastian. If he would have been capable, I believe he would have chopped his dick off like he threatened to do once he found out that asshole wasn’t going to help me out. Sebastian was the bad boy who moved to Austin our eighth-grade year, and by high school, he’d been through the squad of cheerleaders and even rumors of a few teachers. He was a God in our parts. Hung like a horse and could fuck like the king of them all. A stallion. I’m pretty sure that night after the football game, he swallowed all my brain cells.

      They all say hindsight is twenty-twenty, so let me lay it out like this. Sebastian was a fucking miniature pony at a thoroughbred show. I know this from all the magazines I’ve seen dick pics in, plus my Saturday night date called porn.

      Sex ed class was the easiest ‘A’ out of all my courses. I knew how babies were made, and did that matter?  Hell no, not when Sebastian Sacco was dry humping me at a bonfire party. I was a bitch in heat for the man and have I mentioned dumb?

      “Oh, baby, we don’t need a condom.”

      Me, nodding and drooling at him like a dog does a treat. Of course, the stupid girl in me agreed. It was Sebastian Sacco after all, and he wanted me. Then he power humped me like a goddamn jackrabbit not taking any time or care.  All I remember is the pain and mess of our aftermath.

      Once Sleazy Sebastian Sacco conquered the class scholar he moved on to bigger and better things. I hope the bastard is rotting in some back alley right about now. Or worse, some father finally did catch up with him and sliced his dick off with a very dull machete.

      He signed over all rights to the baby before he even knew the gender. I dropped out of school with a protruding baby bump. Eventually, I earned my GED, but my new job and love was a sweet little blonde bundle of joy, Kennedy Lane Grant.

      I thank God every day she’s a shining image of me.  I guess if I had to choose getting knocked up at sixteen, Sebastian’s genes were perfect with his dark hair and olive skin. But mine won and conquered his. I’ve never talked of the sleazy, slimy man and Kennedy has always been content, not knowing. All of my partying years were sacrificed for her. I wouldn’t change a thing as far as she goes. I only wish I could have given her a better life.

      I smile over at my now twenty-four-year-old girl who’s sitting with her legs crossed on the floor unpacking the final box.

      “Mom,” she squeals as she used too as a little girl.

      I nod while swallowing down the last few drops of Pinot Noir wine.  Sounds fancy, but it’s the cheap shit.

      “Remember this?” She holds up a picture frame.

      It’s an adorable picture of my awkward, toothy girl when she was in third grade.  It was her birthday party that day. She’d been dying for a sleepover with friends from school and a spa party.

      “Ugh, it was a total flop on my end. I ruined your party.” I sag into the worn cushions of my couch and drop my turkey chin to my neck.

      “It was not. Clara’s face swelled so much that I thought it was going to burst,” Kennedy says, laughing. It’s funny now but, holy hell, it was a scary sight back then.

      I’d thrown together a party, but the face mask mixture I made was an epic fail. It dropped off the one to ten scale and crashed. I’d been so excited being able to put it together that it was an oversight when I had added the hair remover cream to the mixture.

      I was never a favorite of the moms after that incident. Whatever, they were fake and phony and prided themselves with showing off the money they probably didn’t raise a well-manicured finger to earn.

      “It was the best party ever,” Kennedy sighs while gazing at the picture.

      And that right there is why my world always continues to spin. She’s been grateful for everything even if it was subpar. Dozens of missed field trips because I couldn’t afford to miss a day of work. Hell, I never was able to sign up as a room mother, and always-cheap store-bought cupcakes for her classroom parties were our reality. My butthole would pucker when I’d drop her off on party days and see all the extravagant cupcake tours and other shit that I would never have the means to provide.

      Kennedy never complained and to see her shine like the star she is, the brain, the talent, and the beauty she has on the inside makes me the wealthiest mother in the world. I’d do it all again if I had too.

      “Mom.” Kennedy crawls across the worn-down carpet. “Are you going to be okay?”

      My head swims, and I try to blame it on the wine coursing through me, but it’s not. Just when I had a halfway decent house, I was in the process of renting to own; it was swept out from under my feet. Some asshole, bigwig corporation mongrel flew in and bought the land to build a strip mall, leaving me homeless.

      Okay, homeless is a bit of an exaggeration. The corporation paid off the current owner of the house, and I got the boot.  

      Kennedy took it as her opportunity to move out into her a place of her own. Hence, the reason why I’m now living in a one-bedroom shitty apartment. She’s always wearing a shield of guilt with me wanting to help her. I’m the one who should hold that emotion, never her.

      “I’ll be fine.” I finally reply with deflated shoulders. I will be fine too. I always am. It won’t be easy without her being here with me, but it’s time to let her fly on her own.

      “We can have sleepovers and spa dates, but no hair remover cream.” She states, jokingly.

      “Smartass.” I nudge her with my toe.

      “This is a good move, Mommy; it’s finally your time.”

      “Don’t call me that you little shit.” Even though she is right about it being my time, I only wish I could spend it with the man of my dreams.

      The tall and thick gray-haired Owen. Now that man is quality fine.

      “Oh, come on, Mommy. It’s fun to get a rise out of you.” Kennedy pops to her feet. She looks adorable in her cute little sleeveless top. “I have some good news for you.” She states, wagging her brows.

      “As long as you don’t tell me Oliver knocked you up then tell me.” God, the idea of it makes me hit a mid-life crisis. I have a child old enough to have a baby of her own. I could become a grandma. Oh, hell to the no. I’m not even close to being ready. “Wait, does this mean you finally gave up your virginity?” My daughter, unlike me who gave it up to an asshole, has been holding out until she found the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. It’s one of the many things I admire about Kennedy.

      “I like Oliver. He’s a good guy. The young man has a tight ass, and a smile that doesn’t just melt your panties off it burst those babies in flames and leaves a big trail of smoldering ashes behind you, but if you are pregnant, he better stand by you or I’ll flatten his tight ass.”

      Oliver has good genes, just like his father. Oh, God, his father. Owen, the man who turns me upside down and inside out. I’ve dreamt about that man more times than I can count. The way his big hands would mold to my breasts. The way he would kiss and of course, use the big package I’ve seen a time or two tenting his swim trunks when Kennedy and I went to his mansion for a barbeque.

      I dreamed that hard-on was for me and not the nim-wit he’d have as his date. You know the kind, the act all flighty and giggly ones who act the part of a ditz down to a tee when in truth, they are smart as they dig for the pot of gold. Cling on little tramps wouldn’t know what love is if it slapped them in the face.

      “No, we broke up. It was a mutual thing; I don’t know how to describe Oliver and me. Every time we would kiss, I felt like I was kissing my brother. He felt like he was kissing his sister. Don’t you see, now you can stop pretending you don’t have a thing for his dad.” She rolls her eyes as if she didn’t just drop a bomb in my lap.

      “What? How do you know I have a thing for Owen, and honey, are you sure you’re okay?”

      Owen is sin on a stick, but he’s way out of my league. He’s flirted with me the many times we’ve met, and I’ve tried flirting back. I’m out of practice with men. Besides that, I would never go there and chance messing things up for Kennedy. “If the two of you broke up because you think-” Kennedy slaps her hand over my mouth, stopping me from asking her if they broke up because of me.

      “Uh, it’s obvious by the way you look at him. He likes you too, you know. Mom, we did not break up because of the two of you. I promise. End of subject. Here, Owen asked me to give you this.” She digs into her bag next to her and hands me what looks like a blank white card and a gift box all wrapped in my favorite color — a soft rosy pink. I flip over the card to see the name of an expensive restaurant in town. Date and time are printed in masculine handwriting underneath.

      My heart jumps out of my chest and does a happy dance on the stained carpet.

      “Kennedy, I can’t go out with a millionaire. I mean, look at me.” I set the card in between us and open the box, being careful not to ruin the paper.

      “I am looking at you, Mom. You are stunning and caring. You and Owen have been stepping all over each other. Trust me; the man is hot for momma. Wow, that’s their new perfume, it’s called Pure Rose. Oliver showed me the box. They have a wonderful designer. Her name is Jordyn. Let’s smell it.”

      I’m shocked and stunned. No man has done anything like this for me.

      Carefully, I peel the cellophane off, lift the lid, and slowly pull out the rose-shaped bottle. And in Kennedy fashion, because her mother is taking too long, she yanks it out of my hand, twists off the cap and spritzes some in the air.

      “It smells like a rose,” I say, smiling the biggest one I’ve done since Kennedy graduated with honors from college.

      Owen told me one night while the four of us went to dinner that his company had been working on a new line. I dreamed it was named after me. Of course, it isn’t.

      “Mom, you two belong together. You have the biggest heart, and so does Owen. You’ve sacrificed your life for me. You are going. There’s no ifs, ands or buts about it. You deserve to go on a date. Live a little and get you some. I promise both Oliver and I are okay with it; I wouldn’t push this if we weren’t. Please don’t stand Owen up,” she winks before tossing her bag over her shoulder and heading toward the door with the detonator button in her hand. Does she think she’s going to leave me like this? I guess she does as she swings open the door and turns to face me.

      Shocked, I’m in absolute shock.

      I won’t stand him up. I’m going, and I’m going to thank him properly. How that is, I haven’t a clue, but if my libido has a say, it will be by me riding him like the stallion I bet he is.

      “Whatever, I’ll think about it, now go,” I say, standing up and hugging her. I watch her until she struts her cute little self to her car. I stand there long after the taillights disappear thinking my baby girl is all grown up and she’s right about me being good enough for Owen. I just hope I don’t chicken out.

      It’s with a heavy heart, and an excited mind, I shut the door and lock it. Smelling my perfume as I kick my feet in the air.

      After that quick and fluttery news to my system, my slight wine induced buzz is gone. I pour another glass pretending it’s an aged expensive bottle I’m indulging in.

      The protruding of my belly catches my attention when I bend down to pick up the picture frame and place it on the scraped up wooden end table beside my couch. I take a hand and jiggle it, then begin to laugh.

      “Right, as if Owen would want a piece of this.” The guy is perfectly cut; he’s like a rare diamond in the rough. No way would he go for a middle-aged woman like me.

      Deflate goes the ego.

      It’s official, at the age of forty I’ve lost my ever-loving mind. Whatever. It’s my jiggle, and no man will see it. I’m too old to start something with Owen or any man for that matter.

      I earned my tummy, my thighs, and my ass by sitting behind a desk at Joe’s Used Car Sales for the past twenty years. He’s a tight little shit with money shoved so far up his butt he stinks, but the man is good to me. He’s the reason why Kennedy has straight teeth from braces and insurance until she turns twenty-six as long as she remains in college. Which, she will now that she’s attending law school.

      Besides my job at the dealership, I work every other weekend waitressing at a greasy truck stop diner. The tips are great, and the truckers are even hotter. But who wants a man when they're only in town once or twice a month. Not me. I’d rather keep on being alone than have a man who’s never around. I suppose I could quit waitressing if I wanted to, but I don’t. Not until I’ve saved up ten thousand dollars to give Kennedy when she graduates from law school. The poor girl will be bogged down with student loans. I want her to be able to have this money to do whatever she wants.

      I sigh when I think I’m only halfway there; maybe I should take the new landlord up on his offer. Cleaning the office twice a week would knock two hundred dollars off of my rent. I mean it’s a win-win for Kennedy. And now that she’s gone I don’t have to worry about getting home.

      I reach for my glass of wine, chugging it down, and grab the almost empty bottle and with an unladylike swagger. I toss the card on the counter and make my way down the short hall with my perfume bottle and wine to my tiny bedroom, sucking down the remains of the bottle with no problem.

      “Sorry vagina, I have to continue to put my daughter’s needs before my own.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve stalled with showing me these plans for the rose garden long enough. I want them done, and on my desk by Monday morning Eric or I swear I’ll shove the dirt they need to grow in down your throat.” Fucking imbecile. I hate it when people try blowing smoke up my ass. If anyone should be shoving anything, it should be me shoving my dick inside the woman I’ve been after since I first saw her smiling face.

      The blonde-haired bombshell, Rose Grant. The mother of my son’s ex-girlfriend. God, I can’t seem to get her off of my mind. How in the hell a woman who stood me up is taking every waking moment of my time before and after our non-existent date is beyond me? I want her. It’s a need that aches so deep in my balls that I find myself jacking off to her every morning.

      I’m forty-six years old and playing with my goddamn dick over Rose.

      Fuck.

      I’m not sure what the hell drove me to get to know this woman. It could be the proud way Kennedy spoke about her when she first showed me her picture. How hardworking she is. How since the day she was born, Rose has put her first. Going without so many things in her own life to make sure her daughter had the necessities she needed. Or how she still drives around in a car that her parents bought her when she turned sixteen. Apparently, the thing is ready to croak- if not from the rusted out frame, but the sputtering engine. It has nothing to do with pitying her or wanting to help her out. Lord knows I tried that shit with my ex-wife and look where that got me. Well, in reality, it got me away from her cheating ways, but then it got her underneath one of my lawyers the minute I drew up divorce papers and told her to move the fuck out.

      Dirty fuckers. It’s a good thing our son isn’t like that soul-sucking leech of a woman and more like me — a man who works his ass off for his money and treats people with respect.

      A hard worker like the beautiful Rose.

      My son, Oliver, choose to attend Harvard Business School like me. He graduated with the highest of honors. He made the decision to join my million-dollar perfume company on his own and has busted his ass to prove this is something he’s good at as well as loves.

      The House of Orchids and Roses was started years ago by my maternal grandfather. After my grandmother gave birth to my mother and started smashing the petals of orchids and roses until they were mush, she’d mix them and place the scent behind her ears and on her wrists. She put them in her dresser drawers and my mother’s.

      My grandfather went to a chemist and paid top dollar for him to design a perfume as a surprise for my grandmother. Everything between him and the chemist escalated from there.

      After the business started to grow, they settled down in Austin where my mother grew up, later married my dick face of a father who left her high and dry three months after I was born. To this day, I have no clue where the bastard is; it took my grandfather almost a year to track the drugged up fucker down to have him sign off on their divorce.

      My mother remarried when I was four to a wonderful man who is now a retired surgeon. She raised me well, let me become independent, and once I was old enough, I started working for my grandfather in the summers. To make a long story short, he was a genius at best. Taught me everything I know and now as I sit here behind his old worn-out desk, all of this money, cars and expensive home mean shit to me when I have no one to share it with — no one who would want me for me.

      “Fuck.” I curse, slam my fist on my desk. “Why didn’t you show to dinner the other night, Rose? I wanted to wine and dine and then fuck us both into oblivion. The kids broke up damn it, and they were both on board with me asking you out.”

      “Sounds like you’re giving up.” I lift my head to the voice of my son walking through my door. He closes it quietly behind him. Takes a seat in the chair across from me and leans in to look at my laptop. I quickly slam it shut.

      “Ah. You stalking Kennedy’s Facebook page now?” He lifts his brows in an unknowing challenge. He knows damn well why I would be looking at her Facebook. I’m staring at pictures of her incredibly sexy mother.

      “Whatever boy, what’s going on? I thought you were in San Antonio today?” I acknowledge.

      “I was. The new collection smells amazing. The ribbon-cutting at Claude’s is two weeks from Saturday.” He says as if I would forget. No way in hell will I forget the past two years I’ve watched our perfumers, scientists and everyone else involved in developing The Rose Collection.

      Especially my son.

      “I’m proud of you, Oliver. I mean it.”

      “I know Dad. I appreciate you giving me this opportunity. Now tell me what’s going on with Rose. I wanted to pop in and see how the date was.”

      “I don’t know. She never called, never showed.”

      “She’s probably scared, Dad. Rose is one of the sweetest people I know. She might be a little crazy obsessive with Kennedy, but not any worse than you with me. You taught me to go after what I wanted, and here you sit stalking her instead of practicing what you preach. Never took you for a quitter.” He stands and walks out the door just as quickly as he entered.

      “Fuck it, he’s right,” I mutter.  

      I grab the piece of paper with Rose’s address on it and jet out of the office. My secretary tries to stop me, but my stride is too powerful and determined. The time has come, and once and for all, I’m going after a woman I want.

      I hand my driver her address before I slink into the back of the town car. I take a long pull from the bottle of scotch perched on the side. I don’t even go for fucking ice or savor the taste in my mouth. I need some liquid courage here.

      The town car flies by as the driver continues to our destination. It’s a neighborhood filled with crumbling, old homes. It’s a part of the city that needs a facelift, and Rose doesn’t deserve to be living in a neighborhood like this.

      “We’re here, sir.”

      My driver’s voice brings my attention back to the task at hand. To get my beautiful Rose underneath me, on top of me and any other way I can as long as I sink inside of her.

      “What apartment number?” I ask forgetting that detail.

      “Three hundred twenty-two.”

      “Thanks, Roger.” I nod to him before getting out of the backseat.

      I straighten out my tie, roll up the sleeves on my white button-up, and begin taking the stairs two at a time. I find her apartment easy enough and take a moment before knocking. This shit isn’t my game. It’s always the other way around. I’ve never hunted down pussy or even grown nervous over the fact of meeting women. It’s all been a game with me the victor and owner of a very satisfied dick.

      Mustering up the confidence, checking my breath, and practicing my smolder, I finally rap on the door several times. I can hear slight rustling in the apartment, but hell it could be a dog or cat for all I know. Then the thought of incredible pussy invades my thoughts.

      I shake all those thoughts away and knock a little louder, this time.

      “Not again. Not freaking again.” I hear Rose’s frantic voice from the inside.

      A bit out of breath. Well, she’s about to be panting by the time I’m done with her tonight.

      “I was trying so damn hard to do it right this time.”

      What in the living hell is she doing in there?

      Before I knock again, Rose flings open the door, stands before me in a very tight tank top and lacy boy shorts. She’s wielding something in her right hand like ninja sticks, flanking whatever it is all over the place. When her arm movement slows down, I make out the object. It’s a gigantic, purple dildo with nuts and even a suction cup at the base. Jesus Christ, Almighty. She doesn’t need that with the real thing standing right here.

      “What?” She points the monster at me. Then brings it right up to her face. “I thought I asked you to deliver Owen; this is not Owen. Let me find the box so you can take this broken thing back.”

      I smirk. She’s thinking about me while using the vibrator, or trying anyway. My dick is definitely not broken. It’s standing hard and tall and proud right now.

      “Oh, my God. Owen.”

      I point to her forehead. “Hey, Rose. If you wanted to get slapped by a dick, you should have shown up to dinner.”

      There’s a large welt on her forehead in the shape of a cock, and it’s now that I notice her hair is damp from a shower. Or maybe, it’s sweat trying to use that fake dick in her hands. My eyes lower to see her erect nipples pressing through her shirt. Goddamn, she is something else. Her tits are big, round and fucking screaming at me to bite those nipples, to slide my cock in between those breasts and give her a ride to Owensville.

      “Funny, Owen. If I weren’t embarrassed, I’d hit you with this thing. You should go. I’m not good enough for you.” She flings the rubber dick to her forehead, showing me just how it got there in the first place. “See, I’m an inexperienced woman whose life hasn’t been a bed of roses. I never went on a date in my life. I’ve been with one man, and he was a boy compared to you. I thought he knew what he was doing, but I’d dare to guess he hadn’t a clue. Not after seeing you. Not after getting myself off time and time again pretending it was you. Speaking of roses, the perfume smells divine. Thank you.”

      I’m a little turned on by her mouth. Hell, I’m a lot turned on. The things I could teach that mouth of hers to do.

      Goddamn, the woman of my dreams here folks.

      “You’re welcome.” I inhale, it smells delicious on her. I knew it would — my Rose. Both of them.

      “I was set to have dinner and planned on saying to hell with not knowing each other all that well, to hell with not dating and jump your bones after the other night, but oh no the Universe thought it would cast out karma tickets like a dirty whore that day. A customer came into my work at five minutes to closing time and wanted to test drive a car. I should have called and by the time I got around to it all I wanted was my bed.”

      All I want is your bed too, lead the way baby.

      “I’m sorry.” Saying the only two words, I can think of without shutting her up with my mouth fused to hers. God, I can’t wait to taste her. I bet she’s as delicious as she smells — a whole lot of spice to match that tongue.

      “Oh, it gets better. That test drive didn’t work out well for him, so the idiot decided on another car and then another. He settled on the fourth car, and my boss made me stay and draw up the paperwork. If he doesn’t pay me overtime, I’ll kick his ass. I could add it to my Kennedy fund. I want her to have some money when she finishes law school; you know a little cushion. I even took on another job to add to it and that pompous ass better, well, never mind.”

      A maniacal laugh escapes her lush mouth; it quickly morphs into a fit of uncontrollable giggles. “God, you probably think I’m crazy now.”

      “Not even close, I think you’re the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. The most hardworking and dedicated mother, but if you don’t shut up and let me inside so I can take your sexy ass to bed, I’ll strip you down and spread your thighs right here.”

      She steps in closer to me, placing her free hand on her hip. Her nipples are dangerously close to brushing up against my chest.  My dick stirs, and I react, grabbing her hip with my palm.

      My fingers flex into the lacy boy shorts. Rose bites down on her bottom lip, stifling a moan, and that’s all it takes for me to become unhinged.

      I yank the dildo from her hand. Toss it inside for later and slam the door shut and lift Rose in the air, smashing my mouth to hers.

      Yup, fucking delicious.
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      “Jesus Christ, are you ever beautiful. All woman. Where’s your bedroom, Rose?” Owen slides his hands down the back of my shorts and grips a handful of my flabby ass. His lips still pressed to mine.

      I can’t speak. The brain cells I gathered back over the years are dissolving, and he hasn’t even slipped me the tongue.

      Suddenly, I’m all too aware of my belly fat, my cellulite thighs, the slight sagging of my breasts, the dimples in my ass Owen will see.

      I owned them with my clothes on, but with Owen pressed against me, his hard chest, sculpted abs and large arms looking like the silver fox grecian god that he is, not so much.

      He’s solid like cement everywhere. And that bulge is way more enormous than I thought. Nearly double the size of my busted vibrator.

      Screw it. We’ve been playing cat and mouse for months. If he’s not into me after tonight then at least I’m getting off to the man of my dreams.

      I point to my right, and he takes long strides until reaching my room, tossing me on my bed and staring down at my breasts as they heave and bounce.

      “I’m finally going to get inside you. Been waiting what feels like forever. God, you are so hot.”

      I’m hot alright, hot for him and very unsure of what the hell I’m supposed to do. So I tug my top down to cover my belly roll, which by the way Owen’s nostrils flare isn’t the right thing to do.

      “Hell no. Don’t cover-up. I want to see every inch of you. I want to touch every part, and I’m going to Rose.”

      Owen grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of the bed, drops to his knees and hooks his fingers into the waistband of my shorts before sliding them down my legs.

      My heart pounds in my chest. We’re doing this, oh dear God. I’m about to have sex with the man of my dreams, and he’s about to take a peek of my forty-year-old vagina.

      “Spread your legs for me, Rose. Let me see what you’ve been trying to use that damn dildo on while wishing it was me.” My face flushes at the command, but I do it because Lord have mercy, not only is Owen hot, he’s a demanding Alpha.

      I’m actually about to get some dick. Some very good dick. This is a dream come true. Or maybe it is a dream. I should pinch myself and see.

      I should, but I’d look like the crazy woman I am if I do.

      Owen stares between my legs for so long that I become even more self-conscious. I mean, I shaved and all, but I’ve never had a man stare at me down there. It’s more embarrassing than me telling him I’ve never been with anyone but Kennedy’s sperm donor. Maybe not quite as embarrassing as the spot on my forehead though. All I wanted to do was see if the suction cup worked. I’d planned on attaching it to the bed and taking it for a ride. It got stuck.

      Obviously.

      “Fucking perfect,” he says, leaning forward until he’s settled between my legs.

      “I’m going to show you what you’ve been missing by thinking you could replace me with a vibrator. The next time you use it will be with me. I knew from the first time you looked at me from across the table you needed a good fuck the same as me. This isn’t a one-time thing, Rose. You're going to become mine and no more working for a piece of shit. I’m going to cherish you first. You are as real as they come. No hidden bullshit. Those traits built up my attraction for you, and I’m going to shower you with it and let you do whatever in your life you want to do.”

      Holy shit. Owen can’t be serious. We barely know one another.

      “You are beautiful, and I’m not only talking about your body, Rose. I mean everything about you. You make me laugh. You love Kennedy more than anything, and the way you put her first makes you an incredible woman. I still can’t believe this. I don’t know if I want to spread your legs as wide as they will go, bury my head between them, or fuck you until neither one of us can think of anything else. Christ, I’m nervous,” he says with an unsteady voice.

      “You're nervous? I opened my door with a vibrator in my hand and spilled my guts out in frustration because I haven’t had an orgasm since I was sixteen that wasn’t self-induced. I don’t feel funny now, Owen. I feel alive for the first time in my life when you look at me like that.” My speech comes out in a loud, rustling rasp. I’m so turned on. So in dire need of him to touch me.

      “Like what?” Owen grins, and God, it is such a beautiful sight to see.

      “Like I’m Cinderella and you’re Prince Charming.”

      “Then I guess this is the beginning of our fairy tale.”

      He stands up tall, sheds himself out of his clothes, and my heart drops to the soles of my feet when I get a good look at him standing there. His lids are heavy over blue-green-colored eyes. He is perfection. Big and wide through the shoulders. Trimmed at the waist, and a cock that will more than likely split me in half.

      Owen leans in again, his chest barely touching mine and when he presses his lips to mine and begins to fuck my mouth. I lose my ever-loving mind. There’s no funny business happening here. Nothing is a joking matter about this moment that I never thought would happen. This is real, and it is my time to be swept away by my prince.

      I gasp when his tongue darts out, fingers clench tightly in my hair while his free hand grabs one of the cheeks of my ass firmly. This is what I’ve always wanted. A man who wants me with a deep fierceness and makes damn sure we both get what we want.

      My lips tingle and I press my fingers to them when Owen slides down my body, and his nose glides up my leg. He plants kiss after kiss to the outside of my calves, the insides of my thighs, and everywhere in between. I’m practically shaking when his tongue finally darts out and licks straight up my center, taking one, long, slow and pleasurable swipe. My hips buck upward on their own, my knees clamping around his thick head of hair and I reach to pull it, to get his face closer to where I want him.

      Dear Lord. This is so much better than my dreams.

      Owen pushes me up the bed by grabbing hold of my ankles, spreading me farther as he sucks and licks and sends me into another world.

      “Oh my, I never knew it could feel like this. I’m going to come on your face, Owen. Keep going. Don’t stop.” Did I just say that? I did. Cover my face with a pillow now, please.

      “I’m not coming up for air until my cock can’t take anymore. Get that tight top off and play with your tits. Show me what you do when you think of me, Rose. You do think of me the same way I do you when I’m jacking off, don’t you?”

      His voice sounds deep and heavy and not at all like the porn I watch.

      “Yes,” once again, I do what I’m told, a big smile plastering from ear to ear because the thought of Owen yanking his dick while thinking of little ole me does all kinds of things to the spot his teeth are grazing across.

      I breathe deep, my head suddenly feeling foggy as I lift it and yank my top off. My nipples ache like never before, and I feel so out of my comfort zone, my fingers are shaking just like my body when I tweak a nipple.

      I don’t even care that my moans might bother my neighbors through the thin wall behind me as I pluck and pinch while Owen continues to go at me like I'm the best thing he’s put into his mouth.

      I’ve never felt anything so erotically intense in my life. I’m coming out of my body, screaming his name with adrenaline shooting straight to my heart. He assaults me with reckless abandon. Working his tongue, fucking my clit, and pushing forth a side of me I never knew existed.

      “Owen. Oh, shit!” I scream and press my hips further into his face. My eyes roll to the back of my head, and every sensation I’ve dreamt of knowing ripples through me. It starts at my toes, rises to my knees, surges through my core, and swells the further it travels up my spine. Tingling my head and making me lose my mind.

      “Fuck. I’m going to eat this pussy for days,” he says, lifting his head from between my legs, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, and leaving the rest of my orgasm dripping down his chin.

      Sexy as hell.

      Standing up, he bends and retrieves a condom out of his jeans, rips the square package open and rolls it down his dick.

      Thank God he is because even though my parts haven’t been used and abused as they should be at my age, I can still get pregnant and for once in my life, I’m going to be selfish and live life for me. I earned it, after all.

      “You going to ride me, Rose. I want to watch those tits bounce. I want to grope and play with them. I know that pussy is tight, wet, and begging for a proper fuck. Come here.” He sits on the bed, stretches his legs out in front of him, and adjusts me on top of him.

      I’m not self-conscious anymore. In a matter of minutes, Owen has woken me from the dead. Especially the part between my legs. She’s quivering in need and shaking from anticipation.

      “Touch me. Take my nine inches and stroke him in your hand. When you're ready, I want those lush, full hips in the air, and me sinking inside of you until I’m all the way in.”

      “Nine inches, you said? Lord, have mercy. Not only did I get me a stallion, but he is also hung like one. I can’t wait to ride him bareback.”

      A laugh bursts out of Owen, causing his dick to twitch, I reach out and palm the base. Wishing this condom wasn’t in the way so I could see if it feels as good as it looks.

      I’m nervous and excited at the same time. But I’m ready to be fucked wild, to be stretched wide, and to have every inch of this throbbing cock inside of me.

      I stroke him hard. Bend and kiss his chest. Swallow around the nervous lump in my throat as I lift and guide him to my entrance.

      I bless the gods who decided to endow this man with a big cock, a wicked tongue, and if lady luck decides to stay on my side, a heart that will become mine.

      Oh God. My pussy hits an all-new high when the tip enters.

      “I’m not a virgin obviously, but I feel like one,” I say and moan, my body relaxing with every inch of him it takes. He’s stretching me beyond the verge of pain, tossing me straight into another galaxy of human contact bliss.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, you feel like one. I can’t wait to give it the pounding it deserves. Fuck using a vibrator in this sweet body. The only thing going in it ever again are parts of me.” Owen cries out on a deep roar.

      His mind must tell his hands to no longer resist taking over because he grips my hips, and thrusts into me hard before knifing up, forcing me to wrap my legs around him.

      “I feel the nine inches deep,” I say, wanting to tell him to drive into me with the force of a madman.

      “I’m not deep enough, hold on baby, I’m about to plow right through that ache and give you a fuck you’ll remember. There’s plenty more of these Rose. So many more.”

      He begins to fuck me as promised. Hard, fast, and so incredibly deep that I feel him everywhere. My body truly is being split in half. One part is screaming for more; the other is yelling that this foreign sensation rippling through me is too much. I’m spinning out of control, falling over the edge, feeling his breath against my ear as he continues to spread me open wide with every grind and pull of his rock-hard cock. He shifts my hips, slams into me on a slight angle, rubbing up against my clit and adding to the building pressure until I’m not sure if my body or my mind can handle any more.

      But it’s going to damn it. It’s going to keep on letting Owen assault and pound. It’s going to enjoy the first proper fucking I’ve had in my life. The idea there’s more only fuels my body to press down when Owen thrust up.

      Tears of happiness start rolling down my cheeks and landing somewhere between us. I shove them away and concentrate on every thrust in and out of me as my mind starts screaming at me to hang on for the ride because it’s going to be a long one.

      And it’ll be worth every year I went without cock because now that I have it -Nine long and thick, glorious inches- I’m not ever getting off this ride.

      Epilogue- Six months later

      “You look stunning, Mom,” Kennedy says as she hands me my bouquet of roses, bends and straightens the train on my ivory colored wedding dress.

      “I feel beautiful, sweetheart. Can you believe it, I’m getting married today to a man who loves me, and I love with every part of me. I’m gaining a wonderful son, you're getting a sibling, and I’m going to college.”

      After Owen and I spent our first magical night together, we’ve been inseparable since.

      Of course, I didn’t quit my job right away as he wanted. There wasn’t any way I was having him take care of me. Even though we’re about to be married; I still don’t want him providing for me, but he is, and I’m pulling my weight by starting at the bottom of the totem pole as his personal office cleaning lady.

      My duties are sidetracked because my soon to be husband can’t seem to keep his hands to himself. Especially when I bend over to plug in the vacuum. I end up remaining in the bent-over position across his desk while he worships me and gives me his dick from behind.

      “Yes, I can believe it, Mom. Aren’t you glad I told you to get you some?” She winks, hooks her arm through mine, and together we walk out of the bedroom of my new house, down the hallway and out the sliding door off the kitchen where Owen waits at the end of the aisle. Roses surround him from our rose garden.

      It’s a different home than the one Owen lived in when we met. Much smaller and Kennedy and I have spent the past month decorating it the way I wanted. From new carpet to the paint. It’s perfect.

      The music starts, and my girl walks me toward the man of my dreams, and when he takes my hand, lifts it toward his mouth, and tells me he loves me and how lucky he is. I smile and thank God for giving me a new winning hand.
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      I snipped the ends off some white gardenias, placing them gently in a small bucket of fresh water. It was my last day of work before closing up shop to welcome guests coming into town for my wedding, which was in five days. I glanced over at the clock. Almost two o'clock. Jacob would be coming down to say good morning—good afternoon—any minute now. His late-night shifts at the hospital led to afternoon wake-ups, and he still had two more days. That meant I'd be doing most of the running around.

      We didn’t want to have a big wedding at all, it wasn’t the kind of people we were, but sometimes these things take on a life of their own. That, coupled with his parents’ excitement, and we let the event take on a life of its own. It was hard to believe it was only a year ago we’d met, mostly because it seemed as though we had always been meant to be together.

      When we met, we actually didn’t meet at all. I had been poisoned by an apple with a toxic chemical still on it that had come in a fruit basket. While I never did figure out who that basket was from, it had to have been an accident, so I’d given it little thought once I’d gotten better. Besides, it brought me to Jacob. He was my doctor for all intents and purposes, and even though I couldn't communicate at the time, I fell in love with him. His constant checking in on me, and his determination to find out who I was and how to revive me, was what fairy tales were written about.

      I could hear him shuffling about upstairs in our apartment, and I knew he’d be watching his coffee brew before he made it down to my flower shop to say hello. There was one last event I was designing flowers for and then we were closing up for a week. I’d never gone that long without working in my shop, and the thought of it gave me some anxiety, even though I was excited to get married.

      I picked up the stems that hadn’t quite made it to the trash bin and dropped them all into my rubbish can of leaves, other stems, and flowers that didn’t make the cut, and took the bucket of gardenias to the cooler. They needed some time to drink water and get cooled off again before I could work more with them. If you handle the flowers too much, they’ll wilt, and nobody wants a wilted centerpiece for their event.

      The flowers for my wedding were traditional. Even though I had access to blooms from anywhere in the world at reasonable prices, the champagne rose would always be my favorite. A dusty, pale sand color, they coordinated with pink, red, blue… anything you could imagine. And they smelled incredible. I ordered far more than I even knew what to do with, but I couldn’t help myself. I’m a florist after all, how could I not?

      As I smiled to myself, thinking about the sheer volume of roses that would be delivered in a few days.

      “Hey beautiful,” a voice said softly from behind me.

      Startled, I jumped and clutched my hand over my chest. “Jeez, Jacob! You scared the hell out of me!” I exclaimed.

      “I really think you need to get a bell for that door.” He lifted an eyebrow at me. We’d had that conversation numerous times, and I didn’t want it to sound like an old bodega when people walked into my shop. It also wasn’t a priority. Who wants to shop for a doorbell so they don’t get startled? Boring.

      “Yeah, yeah. We’ve discussed this. Maybe something soft-sounding on a motion sensor, but I’m not getting an obnoxious bell that sounds like someone’s running in here to get a pack of gum or a six-pack of beer.” I pursed my lips at him.

      Jacob made his way over to me, planting a soft kiss on my lips. Thus, ending the debate on doorbells. “How is your last day of work as Miss Jaqueline Snow going?” He set his coffee cup down and leaned on my table to chat while I pulled out some vases for the arrangements.

      I grinned, the thought of becoming Jaqueline Snow McIntyre racing back to the forefront of my mind. “I’m having a lovely, quiet day down here.”

      “Happy to hear it. Are you almost done?” he asked.

      “I am not.” I didn’t elaborate. He knew I’d work into the evening so the next day, when the flowers were needed, they’d be as fresh as possible. All Ella had to do then was open up for the customer, and hand over the beautiful arrangements. “How did you sleep?” I asked, promptly changing the subject.

      “I slept great. I wish I didn’t have to go to work, but otherwise, all’s well.” He scrunched his face up, an annoyed expression that wasn’t meant to make me smile as much as it did. I couldn’t help it, Jacob was everything a woman could want. He was ridiculously good-looking, responsible, and had a fantastic job—granted, the hours were terrible, but he was kind and generous. Most of all, he loved me.

      I set the last vase I needed on the table and moved to where he was still leaning forward onto the large wooden work counter. “Come here,” I said, pulling on his arm.

      He slowly straightened himself out, and wrapped his arms around me tightly, resting his chin on top of my head. I loved when he did that, it made me feel safe. Protected. “I’m sorry you have to do all this stuff by yourself the next couple days.”

      I squeezed him a little tighter. “I don’t mind. Of course, it would be more fun with you, but you have an important job. People need you.”

      “Don’t you need me?” he asked.

      “Of course I do. But not when I’m busy making the flowers for our wedding. I have plenty to do.”

      He leaned back a little bit and smiled down at me. “I really wish that we’d hired someone to do the flowers so that you could just have a few days off to spend with your aunt and my family coming in. And, to just do whatever you want,” he added.

      I laughed. “That was never going to happen. I can assure you that creating my own wedding arrangements makes me far happier than any day off, wondering what someone else was doing. I’d be far too judgy, and I besides, I know what I want. I’m a florist. Every little girl that grows up to be a florist knows what flowers she wants on her wedding day. It’ll be a peaceful reprieve for me from all the chaos.”

      “It is a lot of chaos.” Jacob sighed. “I know we wanted to have something small and you let my mom convince you that we had to have a bunch of hoopla.”

      “Hoopla is good. It makes people happy,” I replied. “I want your mom to be happy. And our guests, of course.” I smiled. I didn’t really care if it was a huge affair or an afternoon at the courthouse. I was simply thrilled to become Jacob’s wife. Something about it becoming official, however it might happen, just felt so meant to be.

      “But does it make you happy?” he asked. “Because that’s all I really care about.”

      I leaned further back, letting him tend to his coffee before it got cold. Propped against the counter, I folded my hands over my chest and made my admission. “It makes me very happy, Jacob. I know that in the beginning, I said that I just wanted to have a small wedding, but I have to confess… being a princess for the day is fun. I’m enjoying it. The hoopla is exactly what I wanted after all.” I giggled like a giddy schoolgirl getting ready for prom.

      Jacob laughed. “Ah, I see. So you actually do enjoy the attention?” he teased, knowing full well that I hated to be the center of attention.

      “Let’s just say that I’m enjoying the idea of marrying my Prince Charming in front of everyone we know, and I have a pretty amazing dress I can’t wait for you to see.” I was beaming. I could feel it. The love I had for Jacob was all-consuming. While it seemed like we’d fallen into a routine of sorts, between work and moving in together, he lit a fire within me I hadn’t believe existed. He was protective from before we ever met, and I couldn’t imagine my life without him. I was the luckiest girl in the world.

      Snow White was finally marrying her Prince Charming.
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      I headed to the hospital where I had two more shifts left before the wedding and vacation. It felt like an eternity, frankly, and it was making me irritable. There was something about this wedding. I had a need for it. It had become my greatest desire and I’m not even sure where that feeling came from. When I first met Jackie, I was a different guy. I'd just gotten over my divorce, and life merely consisted of shuffling between work and home. Wake up, work my shift, return home, repeat.

      Outside of my usual workouts, I didn’t have much happening. Going through the motions and pretty unsure of my next move, but definitely sure it wasn’t meeting the love of my life. Who was in a coma at the time. I chuckled to myself on my walk to the hospital, thinking about how crazy it all was. Just over a year ago, I was trying to figure out what was wrong with the beautiful stranger in the emergency room, and now we were just a few short days away from being married.

      When she woke up, it was love at first sight for me. Truth be told, looking back, it was probably love from the minute she rolled into the hospital. She had an energy about her I couldn't shake, and the fact that we called her Snow White before we knew her name made me want to be her Prince Charming.

      I still worked nights and hated to be away from her, but every afternoon when I woke up, I took my coffee downstairs to her flower shop, Enchanted Flowers, and we spent a little time together before I went to work. I lived for the weekends with her. I never knew how happy I could be with someone. Certainly, I didn't think I’d ever marry again. Jackie didn’t care at all that I’d been married before, and when we talked about it, she said it was just a stepping stone on my journey to finding her. She always said things like that. She was full of romance, and it made me a more romantic man.

      My shift by went uneventfully and when I checked in on Jackie, she hadn’t stayed too late in the flower shop, which made me feel better. I hated when she stayed late by herself. Ever since her poisoning, even though I didn’t know her then, I worried about her. It never sat right with me that an unusual pesticide would still be on fruit that came in a fruit basket, and we never found out where the basket came from.

      When I got home early the next morning, Jackie was waiting up for me like usual and she seemed upset.

      “What’s wrong, babe?” I could see by the distressed look on her face that something wasn’t right.

      “Well, it’s... it’s nothing.” She turned away.

      “It’s clearly not nothing. Talk to me?” I pulled her toward me, noticing tears forming in her eyes. “What happened? Are you okay?” On instinct, I started to look for medical signs that something might be wrong. Being a doctor didn't stop when I left the hospital.

      “Oh, yes. I’m fine. I’m fine. But my dress…” She trailed off.

      “Your dress?” I was so confused.

      She nodded.

      “What’s wrong with your dress? What dress?” Then it occurred to me. “Your wedding dress?”

      She nodded and a small tear rolled down her cheek. “It’s gone.”

      “What do you mean, it’s gone?” She wasn’t making any sense.

      “My dress is gone.” She began to sniffle, trying to hold back the tears.

      “Where did it go?” How does a dress go missing?

      “Mrs. Fields says that someone came to pick it up for me, but I didn’t send anyone to pick it up. So, it’s gone.” She ran her hand through her beautiful black hair and started to pace.

      “Wait, so someone stole your wedding dress?”

      “I mean, she didn’t say that. She thought that I sent someone to pick it up. She was finishing up the last of the alterations and I was supposed to pick it up last night. That’s why I didn’t work late. But when I went to her shop, she was surprised to see me and said it was gone, and that my friend picked it up.”

      “What friend?” I asked. None of what she was saying made any sense at all. I mean, who would steal a wedding dress?

      “I have no idea. She didn’t even ask. She just assumed that I sent someone over to get it. I mean, someone took it on purpose. They told her that I sent them.” She stopped pacing and folded her arms across her chest. “Some woman stole my dress, but why would someone do that to me?”

      “I don’t understand how something like this could happen. Did she recognize the person? Did she get a name?”

      “No, Mrs. Fields had no idea who it was, but I mean, wedding dress theft isn’t exactly a common crime, so she didn’t assume anything was wrong. I can’t be mad at her about it, she thought she was doing the right thing.” Her frustration was evident, and I was flabbergasted by the whole thing. Our wedding was in four days. A missing wedding dress, while not a huge deal to me, was certainly a huge deal to my bride, and I couldn’t imagine it was easy to find another one this close to the big day. I didn’t say it out loud, but I was already trying to figure out how to solve this dilemma before it caused Jackie any more distress.

      “Okay, well, I’m not entirely sure what to say because I’ve never heard of such a thing in my life. But what do you want to do about it?” I asked her, wanting her to take the lead on where we were going here.

      “Well, I am aware that it’s just a dress,” she said.

      “It’s not just a dress, baby.”

      She sighed and sat down at the kitchen table. “It is just a dress. I’ll just have to get something else to wear for Saturday. That’s all. No big deal.”

      I knew it was a big deal, and she was trying not to be upset about it. You could see it in her eyes. I kneeled down beside her and took her hands in mine. “Baby, we’ll just get you a new dress. Whatever it takes. I know how much you loved this one, but all that means is that the new one you find will be the one. The dress you’re supposed to have.”

      “I know you’re right,” she said with a smile.

      “You know that I’d marry you at the courthouse in a t-shirt and jeans, right?” I asked her.

      “I don’t think your mother would like that very much.” She started to giggle, which lightened my heart.

      “Well, good thing I’m not marrying her. I’m marrying you. And in case I haven’t mentioned it before, your happiness is all that matters to me.” I stood up, pulling her with me into an embrace.

      “Thank you, Jacob. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I replied as she squeezed me tight. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

      “Of course it is. I’m marrying my best friend in four days. Everything is perfect.”

      I kissed her softly, tasting the strawberry lip balm she always wore. Those sweet lips were home, and as the kiss deepened, I pulled her closer.

      “Why don’t you come back to bed with me for a little while. Then you can go find a new dress when your aunt gets here,” I suggested.

      “Why Mr. McIntyre, I do believe I will accept your offer.” She giggled, and I chased her to the bedroom.

      

      Once Jackie left to knock a few more wedding tasks off her list, I stayed in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. It didn’t make any sense to me why someone would steal Jackie’s wedding dress. Besides the fact that people loved Jackie, she didn’t have any enemies that we knew of, so someone was just being heartless and mean. Trying to steal her joy. Between that and her poisoning, there were now two things Jackie had been the victim of and I couldn’t shake the bad feeling it brought. I was worried about her, and while that might have seemed needless, I considered it might not be a coincidence. In any event, I was glad her aunt was coming back into town the next day and she wouldn’t be alone. With any luck, she’d find a new dress, and the rest of the week would be uneventful.
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      I could tell Jacob was angrier than I was about the dress. It was quite clear from the protruding vein in his forehead and his reddish face that he was trying to quell his anger, his protective nature taking over. Sure, I was upset, but I was more shocked than anything. And poor old Mrs. Fields had no idea what was going on. Thankfully, Aunt Lydia was arriving, and she’d know just what to do and where we could get a new dress quickly.

      Lydia had left me the flower shop when she retired and it had been the greatest gift of my life. Working with flowers made me happy. The aromas, the colors, all the different shapes and sizes of flowers—there was always one that made someone happy. For me, they all made me happy, but I couldn’t wait to see hundreds of champagne roses show up the next day. But for now, it was time to pick my aunt up and to let her know about the dress.

      As usual, in the mostly annual visit from Lydia, she arrived in full regalia. Looking almost like a peacock with her bright blue hat, massive sunglasses, and flowing garments—all various shades of fuschia and turquoise—she threw her arms out wide to greet me.

      “My darling Jaqueline! How are you, dear?” she asked with a dramatic flair, as if there were an audience. I suppose there was, as she certainly attracted attention.

      “Aunt Lydia, it’s so wonderful to see you.” I hugged her quickly in return, before grabbing her bags and tossing them in my car. “How was your flight?”

      “It was dreadful. Bumpy as an old cobblestone street in Marrakesh, but what can you do? It’s just wind, they say.” She fanned herself as she got settled into the front seat and I did the same. It had gotten quite warm, and I was thankful we’d chosen an indoor venue to get married for this very reason.

      “Well, I’m so sorry to hear that,” I said as we pulled away from the airport.

      “Oh, enough about flights, dear. Tell me, are you all ready for the big day with Prince Charming?” She chuckled, and I noticed she’d picked up a bit of an accent in her travels, although I couldn’t place it.

      “I am ready. I can’t wait, actually.” I grinned, my full bride-to-be excitement kicking in again. Then I remembered. “Oh, but there was one snafu, and we need to get a new wedding dress today.” I blurted it out as if it was the most common errand in the world to run.

      Lydia gasped. “What?” She clutched her neck in shock, which was so dramatic it made me laugh.

      “There was a situation, and I guess my dress is missing. So, I need a new one,” I said. “I thought we could go dress shopping now, and then grab some lunch before getting settled back at the apartment?”

      “I’m sorry, dear, but I’m going to need you to explain. How does a wedding dress go missing three days before one’s wedding?”

      The question was valid, and I didn’t want to tell her it had been stolen. Because that is definitely what happened. It wasn’t an accident they took my dress. But, I never lied to my aunt, and I wasn’t about to start then. “Well, it seems that someone stole it. They told my seamstress that they were sent to pick it up for me, which they were not, and they took it.” I shrugged my shoulders. I’d already accepted what happened and was ready to problem solve, not wallow.

      “That is downright Machiavellian!” she exclaimed. “Why on earth would someone do that?”

      “I have no idea, but at this point, I need something to wear this weekend.”

      “Well, I know someone in the city. Let me make a call and we’ll get this taken care of at once!”

      Lydia pulled out her cell phone and explained the situation to whomever it was on the other end of the line. Then, she listened and small talked with them before letting them know we’d be over soon. She slid her phone back inside of her giant turquoise bag, and shifted her body toward me.

      “This is a very nefarious act, Jacqueline. Do you have any idea who might have done this?” She had a serious and hushed tone.

      “I honestly don’t. In fact, I can’t even imagine why someone would do such a thing. Especially not to us.” I’d already racked my brain about it all night and into the morning.

      “Well, we must be cautious. But in the meantime, we’ll head over to Jullian’s Boutique on the West side of town. He owes me a favor, and we’ll have you a gorgeous couture wedding gown in no time.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Lydia, I knew you’d know where we could go. I would’ve just gone to the mall or something and picked a dress out off a rack, you know.” I laughed, knowing this would disturb her.

      She groaned dramatically. “Well, thank God you have me. Because no niece of mine—especially not my only and my most favorite niece—will be walking down the aisle in a department store dress off a rack. I mean, really, darling.” She huffed, and settled herself in for the short trip to the West side of town.

      By midafternoon, we had not only bought a brand new, one-of-a-kind wedding gown fit for a princess, Lydia had also ensured we take it with us that day. It didn’t need alterations, it was practically meant for me, so she had the shop owner wrap it up for us against their wishes. Her friend, Coco, gave us explicit instructions on how to handle the garment and huffed an awful lot, but eventually we left, dress in hand, to head back to our apartment.

      Once the dress was safely hidden in the guest room closet where Jacob couldn’t see it, Lydia and I sat down to have some tea.

      “So, tell me, niece, how is that handsome devil of a fiancé?” She grinned. Lydia was eccentric and eclectic—the perfect mix for a favorite aunt.

      I could feel my face redden a bit. I always gushed about him. “He’s wonderful. You’ll see him in the morning when he comes home from work. He’s got two shifts left, unfortunately.”

      “That Jacob is a hard worker,” she said. “If it weren’t for him, we might have lost you.”

      “I think about that all the time, you know.” I considered our unusual meeting how fate must have stepped in to bring us together. “I feel extraordinarily lucky that we found each other when we did. For more reasons than one.”

      I chuckled. He definitely saved my life and when we first started dating, several people assumed it was for that reason alone that I adored him so much. But anyone who met Jacob was immediately enamored by him. Lydia had come to visit shortly after my recovery and met him then.

      “He is equally lucky to have a flower such as yourself in his life. But I suspect he knows that.” She winked at me and took a sip of her tea. “So, tell me about the flowers for the wedding. Will they be arriving for us to work with tomorrow?”

      The prospect of working with the roses the next day made me downright giddy. Adding to that, Lydia helping me put the arrangements together was a dream come true. After all, it was originally her flower shop, and I’d learned everything I knew about flowers from her. “Champagne roses,” was all I said.

      Lydia set her teacup down and clasped her hands together. “Lovely! The perfect vintage bloom for a fairy tale wedding.”
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      My shift couldn’t end soon enough. It seemed like the gods were against me as every out-of-control, over-the-edge, lunatic showed up to the emergency room tonight. I couldn’t find anyone to cover for me those last two shifts, so I had to take them. Thankfully, my good relationship with the nurses kept me sane. My partner-in-crime, Ruth, was on shift with me as well to keep me sane.

      I couldn’t shake the foreboding feeling I had about Jackie’s dress being stolen, but she felt it wasn’t a crime worth reporting to the police. She’s a nicer person than I am, and it’s one of the reasons I fell in love with her because I would have called in a private investigator to track down the dress thief. The whole thing just didn’t make sense, and I couldn’t help but think something else was on the horizon. That we still had two more days to get through without incident before we officially got hitched.

      Then my thoughts turned to how lucky I felt to be marrying my best friend. I’d never wanted children until I met Jackie. From the moment she woke up from her coma, I knew she was the one. She’d be the mother of my children, my partner for life. Until I experienced it myself, I always thought it was bullshit when people say that the right person will come along, and then I’d know. It sounds ridiculous. But it’s true. I knew before she ever woke up that she was special. And now here we were, about to be married. I felt my chest puff up with pride, and a grin spread across my face.

      “Hey loverboy, you thinking about Snow White and the big day?” Ruth interrupted my daydreaming.

      I chuckled. “I was, how did you know?”

      “Couldn’t possibly be that ridiculous grin you have on your face.” She smiled. Ruth loved to tease me, but she also loved Jackie as much as I did. When I wasn’t able to visit her when she was sick, Ruth kept tabs on her condition and let me know how she was doing. She even spent some time with Jackie as well, so they had a bond all their own.

      “Can’t help it, Ruth,” I replied.

      “I think about the night she wound up in our care often. She’s lucky to be alive, thanks to you.”

      “I’m the lucky one,” I said. “I was miserable and lonely before she came along.”

      “Well, that’s the damn truth. Even with every hot nurse in the hospital hot on your tail,” she joked.

      She was kidding, sort of. I had been a hot commodity when my divorce from my first wife went through, but there were never any sparks or real connection with anyone. Not until I saw Jackie. Before she ever spoke to me, she had become important to me. Funny how those things work out. Like it was meant to be.

      “Did I tell you what happened to Jackie’s wedding dress?” I asked.

      “No! Did something happen to it?” she asked worriedly.

      I filled her in on the events of the day before, from Mrs. Fields giving Jackie’s dress to a total stranger to Jackie’s reaction.

      “I know it’s not just a dress, and I can’t help but wonder if the two events are connected somehow,” I confessed.

      “Jacob, it’s been a year now. You really think that whoever poisoned Jackie did it intentionally, and then, an entire year later, stole her dress?” She seemed skeptical, her brow raising at me.

      “I’m just saying that I think it’s strange and I wouldn’t rule anything out.”

      “I think it’s a bit of a stretch. But nonetheless, I don’t understand why anyone would do that,” she replied.

      “Well, there was no helpful evidence last year besides the apple itself, and Jackie doesn’t want to bother the police with a missing wedding dress. She says they have more important things to do. So, there’s nothing to be done at this point other than keeping an eye on everything else.”

      “It’s just a couple days away. I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Ruth said, but there was a thoughtful look on her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing, spill it,” I demanded.

      “Well, have you considered that someone might be stalking her? Or you, for that matter?” she asked.

      “Why would anyone stalk me?”

      “You’ve rejected half the female population at this hospital,” she said.

      “Oh, come on.” I waved my hand at her.  “Now that’s a stretch.”

      “I’m serious though. I saw on that show Hindsight one time, where a lady was stalked by her boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend, and she did weird stuff, like let the air out of her tires and rearranged things in her house when she wasn’t home. She wanted to mess with them, without getting too violent, or attacking anyone directly. She was a real basket case. But smart.” Ruth loved watching crime television, and always had an obscure, criminal reference for just about any occasion.

      “I don’t have any crazy ex-girlfriends,” I said.

      “Does she have any?” Ruth asked.

      “Not that she’s told me about. Besides,let’s say your insane theory is feasible… that doesn’t explain the apple. That happened before I ever met Jackie. So it wouldn’t be someone who knew us together. It would be someone who knew her and not me.”

      “Maybe. But maybe not,” Ruth said. “I’m just saying, if any other weird stuff starts to happen, especially this close to the wedding day, I’d rethink it.”

      Shortly after, we had some patients to check on, and went about our business. I deliberated on what Ruth said though, and decided I’d take the rings home. I’d been keeping them in my locker at the hospital for safe-keeping but now, with the disappearance of the dress, I didn’t want to take any chances of something happening to them.

      At the end of my shift the following morning, I went to my locker and grabbed my stuff, shoving the box with the wedding rings into my pocket. I headed back to our place, unable to shake the looming feeling we weren’t quite done with wedding day crises.
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      The day before the wedding arrived in the blink of an eye. My friend Ella, who was also my only employee, came in to help Aunt Lydia and I make flower arrangements. I was working on my bouquet, which was a mix of the champagne roses. This particular breed of flower signified tenderness. I found that so appropriate since Jacob's tender nature calmed me through my brief coma, and the sandy pink color reminded me of something vintage. They were also known as Quicksand Cream Roses, but I always called them champagne, because it sounded so much more romantic. For greenery, I wrapped eucalyptus leaves around the outside of the stems.

      Aunt Lydia wanted me to include more color, but I felt like the roses were the star of the show. It also created a simple and clean bouquet, which I adored. I’d had plenty of practice over the years I’d created arrangements for brides, where they wanted massive color. It was striking, but it didn’t fit me. For the tables at the reception, I had chosen white peonies, along with the roses, and for a pop of color, I incorporated burgundy roses. I’d read somewhere once that burgundy roses symbolized deep passion, readiness for a commitment, and unconscious beauty. All of those things pretty much summed up Jacob and me.

      We hadn’t had any more issues or traumas, no emergencies of any kind and I was beginning to think the dress situation was just a terrible coincidence. As I hummed to myself while I worked, my phone rang, and I saw Jacob's name pop up on the screen.

      "Hey, babe," I said, nestling the phone between my chin and shoulder.

      "Jackie?" His voice was soft, and there was a tremble in his tone.

      "Jacob, what's wrong? Something's wrong, I can hear it in your voice."

      "We have a situation."

      Dammit. I spoke too soon.

      "Just tell me what it is." I laid the flower I was holding on the table in front of me before I crushed its poor little stem.

      “The rings.” He paused. I could hear him take a deep breath on the other end of the line. “The rings are gone, Jackie. They’re gone. I had the box with me, and I just went to look at them, and they’re not there. I don’t know where they could have disappeared.” He blurted it all out and then there was silence.

      I felt my mouth drop open, but no words could escape. This was not the kind of thing I wanted to hear the afternoon before our wedding day.

      “Jackie? Are you there?” he asked.

      “I… uh… yeah, I’m here,” I replied quietly. Who would do this to us? I didn’t even have to ask, I knew they were stolen. Just like my dress.

      “I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do?” he pleaded. The rings were special. They’d belonged to his grandparents, who were no longer with us, and they’d been resized to fit us. Jacob had been married before, but he made sure every bit of our nuptials were special and unique to us. These rings were one of the ways he did that. When he showed them to me months before, I shed a tear over the sentimental gesture. Losing these rings was heartbreaking for both of us.

      “Jacob? Are you sure we should do this?” I asked without thinking. My instinct was to run and hide. I thought we should postpone the wedding until we figured out who was behind trying to sabotage us, because it was clearly no longer a coincidence.

      “Jackie, what are you saying?” I could hear the panic in his voice.

      “I’m just saying that we need to consider the real possibility that someone is sending us a message. And maybe… we shouldn’t get married tomorrow.” I couldn’t believe the words were coming out of my mouth, but I was scared. A year ago, I’d been poisoned, and now my dress and our rings were stolen?

      Someone was out to get us, but mostly, I was afraid someone was out to get me. What if they did something to Jacob? I couldn’t live with myself if someone’s crazy vendetta with me put him or anyone I loved in danger. What if the next thing that happened wasn’t thievery at all. What if it was something far more sinister, and someone at the wedding got caught in the crosshairs? No, I decided we were putting this wedding off.

      “Jackie, hold on.”

      “No, Jacob. I’m serious. This is becoming scary. I think that everything is connected. I believe whoever poisoned me last year is responsible for trying to ruin our wedding.” In my eyes, it was settled.

      “Jaqueline White, we are getting married tomorrow. We didn’t find each other the way we did to just give up. That’s not who we are. Stolen dresses, stolen rings… it’s just stuff. It has nothing to do with our love for each other. I know you’re scared, and we’ll get to the bottom of this, but we are not calling off the wedding.” He was stern and authoritative, and truthfully, if it weren’t for the topic at hand, I’d have been completely turned on by it.

      “Jacob, what are we going to do. Those rings belonged to your grandparents. It’s too late to find new ones.” He was bringing me back on board, but we still needed rings.

      “Just leave the ring situation to me. I will take care of it, and I’ll meet you at the altar.” He was quiet for a moment, then added, “I can come home tonight, you know.”

      “Jacob McIntyre! If you think for one minute with all that’s going on, I’m going to let you jinx us even further by seeing me before the wedding? You’re crazy. No way. Not happening. You better not come home!”

      He laughed, a sound that calmed my nerves and lifted my spirits. “Okay, okay. I won’t come home tonight. But I’m not far away if you need me. Please don’t worry, Jackie. I’m serious, it’s going to be okay, and after tomorrow we’ll be husband and wife. We’ll figure out what’s been going on, then we’ll move on with our lives. But tomorrow is all about us, and celebrating what we have, okay?”

      “Okay, babe,” I replied.

      “I love you to the moon and back, Jackie. I can’t wait to make you my wife.” he said softly.

      “I love you back, Jacob. I can’t wait to become your wife.”

      I hung up the phone, feeling better but still unsettled. He was right though, we couldn’t let some unknown crackpot ruin our day. It was all just missing stuff, and if he said he’d figure out the ring situation, he would. I trusted him with my life, so I could certainly leave figuring out how to get us some wedding rings on the fly in his capable hands.
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      When Jackie said she thought we should postpone the wedding, I damn near lost my mind. There was absolutely no way we weren’t getting married tomorrow. Sure, the thefts were suspicious and my own concern was growing, but we were getting married, there was no doubt about that.

      As soon as I got off the phone with her, I talked to my buddy Eric, who I was staying with. He and his wife Noelle had become very good friends of ours, and they offered to house me the night before the wedding so we could keep up with the tradition of the groom not catching a glimpse of his bride before the big day. I didn’t like to compare my relationship with Jackie to my first wife but in moments like this, I couldn’t help but be reminded of how much more traditional Jackie and I were.

      The night before my first wedding, we stayed together, did photographs before the ceremony, we put on the show. But with Jackie, everything was about creating a perfect marriage, not a perfect wedding. She couldn’t care less about taking professional photos, and she didn’t even seem that upset when her dress was stolen. What Jackie cared about was being with me, and starting our married life together. There was no way I was letting some crazy person ruin it.

      Eric and I decided to go to the police station and file reports on everything that happened, including going all the way back to Jackie’s poisoning. It had eaten up most of our time, and I still had the ring situation to address. The police were as helpful as they could be, I referred them to Mrs. Fields to try to identify the woman who had picked up the dress, but other than that, there were no other suspects.

      Once that was done, Noelle, who was a marine biologist, met up with us for a hunt to find rings. She’d suggested going to pawn shops, as that was one of the few options open at that time of the evening. It was getting late and while I would have liked to go ring replacement shopping earlier, reporting everything to the police had to be top priority.

      “Do any of these grab you?” Noelle asked as we sifted through a tray of someone else’s lost hopes and dreams.

      “To be honest, this is depressing.”

      “What’s depressing about it? It’s a literal buffet of options,” Eric replied.

      “This entire tray of pawned rings is a reminder of people who had to sell their shit.” I found the whole process both daunting and disheartening. None of these rings were ours and as much and I tried to convince myself it didn’t matter, it did.

      “Your grandparents’ rings will make their way back to you, Jacob. You have to just have a little faith,” Noelle said, trying to reassure me.

      “Even if they don’t, they’re just a symbol. What you have with Jackie is special, and that’s what matters, bro.” Eric was right. I knew he was, but it was just frustrating for things to not go as planned.

      I settled on two rings that sort of looked like they went together. Unsure if hers would even fit, I bought them anyway for what was an absolute steal, and shoved them into my front pocket. I planned to put them in the ring box when I got back to Eric and Noelle’s house.

      Once they were safely tucked away, I settled in for the night, emotionally exhaused from the snafu. All I wanted to do was wake up and marry Jackie. I’d hoped the worst was behind us, and decided I needed to hear my soon-to-be-wife’s voice one more time before calling it a night.

      There was a lot of commotion in the background when she picked up, and I could hear what sounded like a two-way radio. “Jackie, what’s going on?”

      “Someone broke into the flower shop.”

      “That’s it, I’m coming home. Are you okay?” I scrambled around the spare room I was in to gather my things. It was unbelievable to me that another incident had happened, and I wanted to make sure the police on scene knew about all the other things I had reported earlier. It had become very clear someone was out to stop the wedding or, at the very least, punish us.

      “I’m fine, Jacob. But the flowers for tomorrow…” She trailed off.

      “Are you serious?” Running my hand down my face in exasperation, I took a moment. Flowers meant everything to Jackie. Not only were they her livelihood, but she talked about them like they were little people. Giving them a drink, feeding them, sending them to new homes. They were important to her, and my heart broke, because no matter what she said, I knew that was the last heartbreaking straw.

      “I’ll be right there. Is Lydia with you?” I asked.

      “Yes, she’s here. And Ella came as well. We’re all fine.”

      “Okay, please ask the police to stay, I want to speak with them.”

      “I will,” she replied.

      “I love you, baby. I’ll be there soon.” I wanted to reassure her, but I was at a loss myself.

      “I love you too.”

      

      When I arrived back home, there were two police cars parked on the street in front of the flower shop. Eric and Noelle decided it wasn’t a good idea to drive myself, so they drove.

      “It doesn’t look bad from the outside,” Noelle said, a hopeful tone in her voice.

      “I suspect the real damage is inside.” I took a deep breath and hopped out of the car. When I walked inside, Jackie was sitting on a stool at her counter across from a police officer. Another uniformed officer was walking around, taking pictures.

      “Jacob!” Jackie spotted me and ran over, throwing herself into my arms.

      “Tell me what happened,” I said, holding her tight.

      “Everything for the wedding was destroyed.”

      I pulled away and walked with her back to the counter and the officer seemed to be waiting patiently. Lydia and Ella were standing near the front counter where Eric and Noelle had also stationed themselves when they walked in behind me.

      “It looks like someone managed to pick the lock and let themselves in. These older storefronts aren’t that hard to get into if you have a little practice lock picking,” the officer chimed in. “I’m Officer Anderson. I was just finishing up getting a statement from your fiance.”

      “Jacob McIntyre.” I extended my hand to the officer. “Did she tell you about the other incidents that have been happening?”

      “She did. I suspect it’s all the same person, but Jackie here says that she has no enemies. What about yourself?”

      “No sir. We’re a pretty respectable, normal couple. Just trying to have a nice wedding. Tomorrow.” I squeezed Jackie’s hand for reassurance. “So, how bad is the damage?”

      Officer Anderson looked to Jackie, who replied, “All of the centerpieces have been doused in bleach. It killed the flowers. And my bouquet… well, my bouquet was smashed up.” She didn’t relay any feelings, she was blank, emotionless.

      “All of it is destroyed?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “But, we still have a lot of extra flowers in the back cooler that the villain didn’t know about,” Ella, who was normally pretty quiet, said from across the room. “So, she’ll have a new bouquet, I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Oh, thank you, Ella, that’s very sweet of you. But you’ve done plenty,” Jackie replied.

      “I’ll decide when is enough,” Ella said with a wink. She was a good person. Ella had started out as Jackie’s nighttime cleaning person, and was hired on to help in the flower shop between her classes at the university nearby. She’d become a friend to us all, and her offer to replace Jackie’s bouquet was kind.

      Jackie laughed. “Thank you, Ella.”

      “Officer, is there any idea who this person might be?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, there isn’t at this time, but we’ve collected evidence and we’re going to keep on it. I wish I had better news for you right now, but hopefully we will have something for you soon.” He stood up and slid his small notebook into the front pocket of his shirt.

      “Well, thank you for everything, Officer.” Jackie rose to shake his hand and I followed suit.

      The officer left, and all of us stood around, not quite sure what to do next. I glanced over to Eric and Noelle. “Can you guys just bring my things, including my suit for tomorrow, to the venue? I’m going to stay here tonight.” There was absolutely no way I was leaving her after all of this.

      “Of course,” Eric replied, then added tentatively, “So, the game plan is still the same?”

      “It most certainly is. I’ll see you there at noon. Wedding is at two o’clock, come hell or high water,” I replied.

      “Jacob—” Jackie tried to say something, but I wasn’t going there.

      “Two o’clock, Jackie. We’re getting married. Flowers or not, dress or not, rings… well, we have rings.” I chuckled lightly and she returned with a small smile.

      “Okay then, we’ll see you all tomorrow.” Jackie started to go upstairs, then paused, waiting for me to follow.

      “I’ll be right there, I just want to say goodbye.”

      “Goodnight, everyone, thank you for all you’ve done.” Jackie bid our friends good evening and headed up to our apartment. It was then I laid out the plan for the next day, so long as our friends were on board.
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      Wedding day. It was finally here. And while I was excited, the anxiety from the events of the week had me on edge. Jacob bucked tradition and stayed with me and Lydia, and even though that made me happy, I was a little bummed out that pretty much every tradition we’d wanted to take part in was ruined. And the flowers. Oh, the flowers. I swallowed my hurt over those poor, precious blooms.

      But Jacob was right. That was all just “stuff.” The rings were a big loss, but we couldn’t cancel a wedding over missing stuff. Regardless of what was going on with this crazy person, Jacob and I overcame a life-and-death situation together and we couldn’t let anything keep us from tying the knot.

      I was at the venue, which was a ballroom at a local country club, getting ready with my aunt when I realized we were short a person. “Lydia, have you seen Ella? I haven’t heard from her since last night.”

      I’d assumed she’d be hanging out with us that morning, but she’d been through the wringer right alongside the rest of us, so if she needed some time away I couldn’t really blame her either.

      “She had a few things to take care before the ceremony. She’ll be here in time though, not to worry, dear,” Lydia replied, but something in her tone left me to believe there was more to the story. I decided not to give it another thought and just focus on enjoying the outcome of the day, which was becoming Jacob’s wife.

      We were about forty-five minutes from the start of the ceremony. I had just put on my dress and Lydia was touching up my makeup, when Ella came rushing in through the doors to the bridal suite.

      “Whew! I just made it!” She appeared flushed, like she’d been running, but she had on a beautiful dress we’d picked out together. She was holding a large box.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, completely confused.

      Practically panting, she replied, “I’m great. I need you to come with me for a minute though.”

      “It’s almost time for the ceremony, can it wait?” I asked. I didn’t want to be spotted roaming around in my second wedding dress, and truthfully, I also wanted to avoid any chance of incident, so staying put was best in my opinion.

      “I think we should see what the young lady wants to show us,” Lydia said.

      “Okay... if you insist,” I replied and followed her out the door.

      We went down the hallway toward the ballroom where the reception was to be held. There were only about ten tables of people, as we’d wanted to keep it relatively small. It looked like she was leading me to the room when I halted. “I really don’t want to go to the ballroom, it’s just going to remind me that the beautiful centerpieces we did aren’t there.”

      “Just trust me, Jackie,” Ella replied, tugging on my arm with her free hand.

      I followed her into the room, and when I saw the tables, my jaw dropped open. In the center of each round table was a beautiful arrangement of flowers on a large pedestal. Greenery flowing down toward the table, the champagne roses were all perfect in shape and color, and offset with burgundy, almost identical to the ones that had been in my bouquet.

      “But… how?” I managed to squeak out.

      Ella beamed and grinned at Lydia before answering. “Well, it took a village, and we owe some favors to the other florists in town, but we made it happen. Jacob helped too. It was all his idea.”

      I felt tears welling up and Lydia quickly pulled out a tissue. “Now, don’t cry, dear. You don’t want to ruin your makeup or that fabulous dress.” She chuckled, and I couldn’t help but giggle.

      “I’m so lucky to have you in my life. All of you. This is magnificent, Ella, you did such a wonderful job.” I hugged her, almost squishing the box she was holding before she gently pushed me away.

      “Hey, easy there. You’re gonna ruin my big surprise.”

      “You mean, there’s more?” I asked.

      She handed me the box. Just when I didn’t think it was possible to be more grateful, I lifted out the bouquet that was almost an exact replica of the one I had created for myself. Right down to the perfect shade of burgundy ribbon wrapped around the stems.

      “Did you do this?” I asked her, my voice shaking.

      “I sure did. I learned a lot watching you, Jackie. And I knew that you needed these flowers today. They’re who you are, and there was no way any of us was letting you walk down the aisle without the perfect bouquet of roses.”

      I hugged her again, making sure not to crush the flowers, then gathered my composure. “What time is it? We must be getting close.” I glanced around the room, looking for a clock but couldn’t find one. “We should get back, I’m sure it’s almost time to walk down the aisle.”

      As our trio of giddy ladies gathered ourselves to leave, Jacob walked in with someone I didn’t recognize right away. My heart immediately sank and I tried to hold back the tears. He wasn’t supposed to see me in the dress until the ceremony. Stopping dead in his tracks, he stared at me, frozen.

      “Jacob! What are you doing? You know you’re not supposed to see me yet!” I knew this would happen. There was no denying it now -- we really were cursed.

      He seemed to shake his thoughts back to the moment and chuckled. “Jackie, who cares? And holy shit, do you look beautiful!”

      I couldn’t help but blush and shake my head. We were never going to be a traditional run-of-the-mill couple, that’s for sure. “Thank you, but why are you roaming around?”

      “I’m looking for you!” he exclaimed.

      “Well, let’s hope it’s important and you don’t jinx us even further than we already are.”

      “It’s over. It’s all over. There’s nothing else to worry about.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, confused.

      Then, Officer Anderson, who I realized was the man with Jacob, but dressed in plain clothes, spoke up. “We caught the person responsible for the vandalism and thefts, Ms. Snow. They’re in custody now, and all of the items have been recovered.”

      “You’re kidding me, you caught them? Who was it?” I couldn’t believe my ears.

      “It seems that you did the flowers for a young lady—a nurse, actually—who was supposed to get married a little over a year ago. Well, she got left at the altar. Stood up. And it looks like she didn’t take it too well. She was the one who stole your dress, and your rings. We believe she may also be responsible for your poisoning as well as the vandalism at your flower shop. Her name is Grimhelde. Victoria Grimhelde.”

      The name was familiar. I remembered her well. She was a rather difficult bride, what one might call a “Bridezilla,” in fact, but we managed to meet all of her crazy requests anyway.

      “Why did she come after me?” I had done everything she wanted, and while I felt a twinge of sadness for her being left at the altar, I certainly didn’t deserve to be poisoned over it.

      “It wasn’t just you, ma’am. When I got back to the station last night, I looked at other open case files, and it turns out she was stalking almost all of the vendors from her ‘would be’ wedding. She simply turned her focus to you because you had a wedding of your own coming up, and she knew who Jacob was from the hospital.”

      “See, Jackie? I told you we weren’t cursed. It’s crazy, but it has nothing to do with us!” He was brimming with joy.

      “I can’t believe that she’s been after us for over a year. That’s so scary, and so sad,” I said.

      Officer Anderson replied, “Well, she clearly needs help and hopefully now she’ll be able to get it. She’s in custody, and you shouldn’t have any more issues surrounding your wedding, your shop, or anything else, for that matter. Normally, I would’ve waited until Monday to get in touch but I thought you two might like to have these today.” He reached down deep into the pocket of his trousers and pulled out our stolen wedding rings.

      “Oh my God!” Jacob exclaimed. “You brought them?”

      “I couldn’t let you two get hitched without your grandparents’ rings. My wife would kill me if I had let that wait until next week.” He handed the rings over to Jacob with a wide grin. “Now, you two have a blessed wedding day, and an even more blessed marriage. I think my work here is done.”

      “Officer, are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay and celebrate with us? I can’t thank you enough,” I offered.

      “That’s lovely of you to ask, but I have a wife who actually enjoys my company, and I’d like to get on home to her after a long night of solving crimes.” He chuckled and left the rest of us standing in awe.

      “What a lovely man.” Aunt Lydia was the first to speak.

      “That’s for sure,” I replied.

      “Well, what do you say we go get married? It is about that time,” Jacob said, holding his arm out for me to take.

      “I think that’s a fine idea,” I said with a grin.

      “Ladies, follow me. It’s time for me to marry the love of my life.”

      And that’s what we did. We bucked all tradition and walked ourselves down the aisle, arm-in-arm.

      

      
        
        THE END

        Read the story of how Jacob and Jackie first met in the modern day Snow White story, “Dream State”, Book 1 in the Fairy Tales Set on Fire Series, available on all platforms.
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      “In my defense, no one was supervising me.”

      I balance my phone against my shoulder as I inspect my foot. There isn’t any swelling and my ankle is unblemished despite the impact moments ago with the side of a washing machine.

      My best friend laughs through the phone. “Most people using laundromats don’t require supervision.”

      “I don’t require it. It just would’ve been … helpful.” I poke at the top of my foot. “At least nothing looks broken.”

      “How did this happen anyway?” Sienna asks. “What were you doing standing on top of a washer? You do know your clothes go inside it, right?”

      “Very funny. I was just trying to clear some cobwebs while I waited. They intentionally make you have to wait forever so you spend money in the vending machines. I’m sure of it.” I press the bone in my ankle and recoil as a shot of pain shoots up my leg. “And what do you know about laundromats, anyway? Have you ever even been inside one?”

      “That’s totally irrelevant.”

      “It is not.” I pause, trying to remember where I was going with that. “I had a way to draw that back around to my point. I just can’t remember what it was.”

      Sienna laughs.

      I pop my foot on top of the chair across from me. Settling back, I listen to the whirl of the washers and dryers.

      Suds N Spins is vacant, per usual. A daytime talk show plays on the antiquated television hanging above the vending machine. The redhead says something that must be hilarious because the co-host nearly falls out of his chair. It’s a little dramatic, but it’s better than the news station. Talk about dramatic.

      “You know what is irrelevant? For real?” I ask.

      “What’s that?”

      “The fact that I’m actually sitting here waiting on my clothes to finish. I mean, I could just leave and go get lunch. They’d be here when I got back. It’s not like someone is going to take them.”

      “So, why don’t you?”

      I chew on a fingernail. “Because it grosses me out to think about someone touching my stuff.” I sit up. “Listen to this. So, I got here earlier, right? And this guy came in and just dumped his stuff in a washer in the washer on the end. The good one—”

      “Can I interrupt this to say that I find it mildly disturbing that you know which washer is the good one?”

      “I’m not thrilled I know this either, but such is life, okay? Once I save the eighty-six million dollars for a new washer, I’ll never step foot in here again.” I wipe a bead of sweat from in between my boobs. “Trust me.”

      “Fine. So, back to the guy with the good washer …”

      “Right. So, he puts his stuff in and leaves. No big deal, right? I even mentally applauded him for not letting his laundry rule his life. But then something happened. Something so disgusting that I know I’ll never, ever be able to walk away like that.”

      “Do I even want to know?” Sienna asks.

      “A woman came in as soon as the cycle ended and took his stuff out. Piled it on the table behind her and put her stuff in. She touched his wet clothes.” I make a face and shiver at the thought. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

      “Maybe it was his wife?”

      “Don’t think so.” I sit back in my chair again as the shivers wear off and the pulse in my foot picks up again. “I kind of wish I spent more time in Linton than just at the laundromat. I think the people over here might be entertaining.”

      Sienna laughs. “You could find something entertaining wherever you go. I mean this with all the love in the world, Delaney, but it doesn’t take much to entertain you.”

      My gaze lands on the ceiling as I mull that over. I study the cheap tiles and wonder if they could have asbestos. I bet they could. I should’ve let the cobwebs hang because I’m probably covered in … whatever asbestos is.

      “I guess I’m lucky like that,” I say, forcing all thoughts of asbestos poisoning out of my mind. “I just wish I could find a man to entertain me.”

      “I’m taking it that your date last night didn’t go well?”

      “Ew. No.” I draw in a lungful of air and release it with a hiss. “He used the word emoticons. That’s not even a word. I mean, it is but it isn’t. No one says that.”

      Sienna tries to hide her chuckle but fails.

      “This isn’t funny,” I say with a smile. “It’s like I have standards, right? A guy needs to have a job. Shouldn’t live with his parents. Must bathe regularly—which I know is a weird thing to require, but that’s dating in this day and age.”

      “If you have to include showering, I have questions about where you’re looking for men.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem. I don’t even know where to look.”

      The radio in the background goes quiet. Sienna clears her throat. “You know, my mom always said that the right guy will just pop up. She always told my sister and me that you won’t find him if you’re looking. And look how I found Walker.”

      I laugh. “You’re lucky Walker decided to date you and not kill you. It was touch-and-go there for a minute.”

      Sienna’s giggle mixes with mine. “He didn’t stand a chance against my charm.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      The door chimes ring. Sunshine fills the room with light and warmth. I peer around a pole.

      “I think the guy is coming back,” I whisper into the phone.

      “What guy?”

      “The guy whose wet clothes are piled on top of a table.” I gasp. “What if he thinks I did it? I’m not taking the blame without a fight.”

      “You need a hobby. That or your head needs to be examined.”

      “Not my head, but my foot could use a look.”

      Sienna starts in for the millionth time on why I need to take yoga. How it’s good for my mind and body and all the jazz. I tune her out, giving her an uh-huh at appropriate moments, as I watch for the patron to find his clothes not in a machine.

      When he steps into my view, I’m not prepared.

      Mostly because it’s not him.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter.

      “What?” Sienna asks.

      My mouth goes dry as my gaze settles on a man clearly out of his element. Dark denim jeans that look cut to fit his muscled body stretch over long legs. A crisp, white Polo shirt sets off his tanned skin.

      He takes off a pair of sunglasses as he looks around the room. His jaw is sharp and angular. Thick, sandy-brown hair looks freshly cut and styled to appear as if his hands have been running through it all morning.

      The things I’d like to do …

      “Sienna, I gotta go,” I whisper in a rush.

      “What’s going on over there?”

      Before I can explain, he looks at me.

      I almost drop the phone.

      His gaze settles on me as a smile breaks across his gorgeous face.

      The phone hits the floor.

      “Damn it.” I scramble to the floor and grab it, refusing to look back up. “Sorry,” I say to Sienna. “I dropped you.”

      “What are you doing? You’re … flustered.”

      As if I have no choice, my gaze flips back to the other occupant of the laundromat. He sets a bag on the table as he watches me through thick lashes.

      His teeth are a bright white as he bites his bottom lip and grins. A confidence oozes from him that chips away at my own. I usually keep the power in exchanges with men. This time, though, I might be at a disadvantage.

      I smile back, trying not to bat my lashes like a woman mesmerized. Because that’s me. I’m that woman. I can barely find my voice under the weight of his gaze.

      “Sienna, I gotta go. Talk soon,” I say with as much airiness as I can muster.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll let you know in a few.” I drop my voice. “I’m hoping to be entertained.”

      “Oh, dear lord,” she groans.

      My stomach swirls, my face heats, as the man clears his throat. I position my finger over the red button on my phone. “I’ll call you later.”

      “But—”

      I end the call.
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      This might not be as bad as I thought.

      I lean against the table. My bag of dirty laundry sits behind me, digging into my shoulder. Ignoring it, I keep my eyes trained on the cute raven-haired stunner that clearly wasn’t expecting me.

      She slides her phone in her pocket. Her pale skin hosts the rosiest cheeks I may have ever seen. Her blush is adorable.

      And sexy as fuck.

      She settles in her seat. A deeply inhaled breath causes her breasts to rise and fall. The motion causes my brain to misfire … and my cock to twitch.

      “Hi,” she says finally.

      Her voice is sweet and playful, like she’s hiding a laugh. It makes me grin.

      “Hi,” I say back.

      “You look a little lost.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      I look around at the small, ill-maintained laundromat. The woman at the hotel my brother Holt and I are staying in didn’t mention that this was a hole-in-the-wall. Or maybe it’s not. Maybe this is what laundromats are like. If so, my brothers and I are going to have to have a meeting when I get back to Savannah. There’s money to be made here.

      She laughs. “Let’s just say you don’t look sure this is where you’re supposed to be.”

      “This is definitely not where I’m supposed to be, in all actuality,” I say. “I should be home, playing a round of golf right now, but my brother conned me into taking a trip with him and here I am.” I raise my arms out to my sides. “Doing my own laundry. Wild, huh?”

      “I guess. I mean, if the wild part is the part about taking a trip. Because doing laundry is a pretty routine thing, you know.” She furrows her brow. “Or it should be if you don’t want to stink.”

      I cross my arms over my chest.

      She’s adorable as she is fire, her eyes shining as she banters back and forth with me. It’s an exchange that feels easy. Comfortable. Nice, even.

      Weird.

      “Does that mean you know how these things work?” I ask.

      “What things?”

      “Washers and dryers.”

      Her laugh—loud and quick—takes me by surprise. She sits up, pulling her leg off the chair in front of her, and looks at me with sparkling eyes. “Um, yeah. Don’t you?”

      “Well … no.”

      She leans forward. Her dark hair falls across her shoulders and I want to sweep it back so I can see her face clearly again.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve always had a woman do it because I might throw my shoe at you,” she says.

      Her lips are pressed together in the sexiest pout and it takes everything I can muster to remember what we’re talking about and not about kissing the shit out of her.

      “Actually,” I say, shoving off the table. I mosey across the building, cheered on by the buzzing machines. “I do have women do it for me.”

      She sticks a finger in the air. “Ah-ha! I knew it.”

      “Women I pay.” I grin. “That quite like their jobs, I think.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh.”

      Her lips work back and forth. “Then I should probably say I’m sorry.”

      “For …” I goad.

      For a split second, I don’t think she’s going to play along. I think she’s going to shrug, pull her leg to the floor, and go on about her business. Just as I open my mouth to prod her along, she speaks.

      “For … you know …” She tries to hide a smile. “Assuming a guy that looks like you would have a woman do his laundry. That wasn’t nice of me in retrospect.”

      “No. It wasn’t. But let’s go back to the part where you said I was good-looking,” I say with a grin. “Care to elaborate?”

      Her cheeks flush.

      I head her way again and don’t stop until I’m in front of her. The air is scented with a citrusy aroma that flutters around me.

      She sits back, trying to blow off the fact that my proximity is getting to her. It’s her eyes that give her away. Her pupils are dilated, the green darkening as I watch them.

      “I didn’t say you were good-looking,” she replies.

      I pretend to consider this. “Yeah, you kind of did.”

      “Take it however you want.”

      “Curious choice of words.”

      Her lips break the line they’d been trying to hold. A smile stretches across her face, pulling mine up right along with it.

      “I’m Boone Mason,” I say. “I’m not sure why I’m telling you that. But since you know my laundry status and I know you’re curious since you think I’m hot—”

      “Wow. Okay. Jumping to conclusions a little there, don’t you think?”

      I hold her gaze. She squirms in her seat, wanting to look away. But she doesn’t. She can’t.

      “I don’t think so,” I tease.

      I toss her a wink. Turning away, I head back toward my bag. Her eyes bore into my back as I walk. I adjust myself as discreetly as possible.

      Of all the people I’ve met on this stupid trip to Illinois, this girl, whose name I’ve yet to acquire, is the most interesting. Learning how to do laundry is suddenly less irritating.

      “So,” I say. “Want to teach me how to do laundry?”

      “Can’t.”

      I glance over my shoulder. She points to her leg.

      “I’m injured,” she says.

      “What did you do?”

      “That’s a secret.”

      My brows pull together as I look at her foot. Red painted toes wiggle as I look for signs of trauma. There’s nothing.

      “Looks fine to me,” I say.

      “Well, it’s not.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “So, if you think I’m doing your laundry, think again, pal.”

      I lean against the table again. “I didn’t ask you to do my laundry. I asked if you’d teach me how to do it. Big difference there.”

      “Oh. Good point.”

      I laugh at the puzzled look on her pretty face. “You’re something else.”

      “Why are you here, anyway? I mean, I know you said you were on a trip with your brother, but why are you in Suds N Spins?”

      “You’re nosy.”

      “You keep talking to me.”

      Pulling out the shirts and jeans from my bag, I shrug. “My brother is infatuated with this girl from here. Well, she lives in Chicago but she grew up here. So, he set up a business meeting with a company in Chicago—but really it was an excuse to see her. I’m not an idiot.” I look at her over my shoulder. “Maybe I am because I agreed to come along.”

      “Maybe he’s just a good negotiator.”

      “He is. That’s true.”

      “And maybe you’re a sucker.”

      My jaw falls open as a one-syllable laugh spills into the air. “I’m not either.”

      “Maybe you are and maybe you aren’t. I don’t know you well enough to judge.”

      “Since when has that stopped you from making assumptions?” I tease. Holding up a pair of jeans, I look at her. “So, what do I do with this laundry?”

      She opens a piece of gum and pops it in her mouth. The package is offered to me. I wave a hand in the air, turning down the offer, and pick up more of my clothes.

      “Put them in a washer,” she says. “But not the third one because it takes almost double the time to wash. Trust me.”

      I nod as if she’s just given me the secret to world peace and point to door number two. She gives me a thumbs-up. I open the door and shove my clothes in.

      “You should’ve separated them by color,” she tells me.

      “It’ll be fine.” I close the door. “Now what?’

      “Add soap.”

      I slow blink.

      Soap? I have to bring soap? No one told me that.

      Shit.

      “Um …” I stammer. “Where can I buy some of that?”

      She rolls her eyes and points to a blue tub on the adjoining table. “Open that and take out a pod. But you’ll owe me.”

      I do as instructed. “Thanks,” I say, holding up a green and blue squishy balloon-like thing.

      “Now put that in with your clothes. Close the door. Put your quarters in and hit start,” she says. “And if you don’t have quarters, you can get some over there in the exchange thing.”

      “I have quarters, thank you very much.”

      I give her a playful glare as I get the washer started. Once it’s whirling around, I turn my attention back to her.

      “Thanks for the soap,” I say.

      “You’re welcome.”

      The air is warm and humid. The room smells like the laundry room at my house mixed with stale popcorn. I await the orangey scent of her as I walk her way.

      Her fingers fly across her phone, a mischievous smile licking at her lips as I approach. I take the time to really look at her.

      She’s pretty if not gorgeous in a very real kind of way. There’s nothing put-on or fake about her and I find that insanely attractive.

      A pale pink shirt is cut decently low—long enough for me to see the top of her breasts. There are freckles spattering the bridge of her nose and a mole hiding on the underside of her chin.

      I pull out a chair and sit a couple of feet away.

      She looks up. Nodding to the phone she sticks back in her pocket, she laughs. “My friend worries.”

      “Is that the friend you said, and I quote, ‘Oh, shit’ when I walked in?”

      “It was ‘Holy shit’ and, yes, it was the same friend.” She rolls her eyes to distract from the hint of embarrassment on her face.

      I chuckle.

      “Anyway,” she says, “she—ouch.” She flinches as she sets her foot on the floor.

      “Are you really hurt? I thought you were just fucking with me.”

      “I’m not hurt-hurt. Just twisted it or something.”

      “Want me to look at it?” I offer.

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “No. I’m an investor.”

      She laughs. “What are you going to do? Take your shirt off and make me a sling?”

      “If you want me to take my shirt off, all you have to do is ask.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she says, shaking her head. “I just meant that you’ve probably seen that on TV or something.” She blows out a breath. “You know what? Let’s just move on.”

      I settle in, resting my forearms on my knees. “Fine. Let’s start by you telling me your name.”

      “Fine. It’s Delaney.”

      “Pretty name.”

      “Thanks.” She grins. “What’s your name again?”

      “Boone.”

      “Like Daniel Boone?”

      I sigh. “Like I’ve never heard that before.”

      “Hey, I can’t help it. It was the first thing that came to mind.”

      “I expected more from you.”

      We sit quietly for a few moments. She taps her foot against the floor as a dryer begins to buzz.

      “That’s my stuff,” she says. She gets to her feet, testing the ankle she was complaining about before committing to it. “It was nice meeting you, Boone.”

      My heart races as the thought of her walking out disturbs me. I don’t know why.

      She starts to unload her clothes into a big bin.

      “Hey,” I say before I can think about it. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Depends on who is asking.”

      “Me.”

      “Depends on why,” she says with a coy smile. She shuts the dryer door.

      “If I’m forced to eat dinner with my brother tonight, I might lose my damn mind.”

      “Is he that bad?” she asks.

      “No. It’s just that eating with you seems much more preferable.”

      “Well, I don’t know him, but I assure you I’m probably better dinner company,” she says. “What are you thinking?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I know nothing about anything here. We’ve eaten at a place called Peaches a time or two.”

      “Are you thinking fancy or casual? I mean, I’d say casual but you seem a little hoity-toity, if I can be honest.”

      I snort. “Good to know.”

      She lifts the bin. I try to take it from her, but she waves me back.

      “If we’re going casual, I’d suggest a burger at Crave. It’s a bar here in Linton that’s laid-back and fun. It’s the best bet.”

      “Perfect. Crave it is.”

      Her eyes light up. “Meet you there?”

      “At seven?”

      “That works.”

      She heads to the door but stops before pushing it open. Glancing at me over her shoulder, she laughs. “Hey, Boone?”

      “Yeah?”

      “When the washer goes off, just put your clothes in the dryer. But not the first one. And then add your money and press ‘start.’”

      “Got it.”

      The chimes ring as she opens the door. “Bye.”

      “See you tonight.”
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      I run the towel over my head as I enter the living area of the hotel suite. Holt looks up from his notepad.

      “I got us a flight out of Chicago tomorrow morning,” he says.

      “Of course, you fucking did.”

      “I thought you were ready to go home?”

      I toss the towel on the back of a chair. “I was—I am. But I got myself a date tonight with this hot little honey I met at the laundromat and now I’ll have to cut it short. Or, at least keep track of time.”

      Holt smirks, setting the notepad down slowly. “Did you just say you’re dating a girl you met in a laundromat?”

      “You met Blaire in an airport, so I don’t want to hear it.”

      He gets to his feet, an amused look on his face. “I … Let’s back up. You really went to the laundromat, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” I say, lifting my chin. “I really did.”

      He fights a laugh. “And did you wash your own clothes? Or did this hot little honey get conned into doing it for you?”

      I gasp. It’s for effect because that’s something I’d totally do. But, being that I didn’t this time, I want to really drive that home.

      “I can’t believe you’d even suggest such a thing,” I say, feigning exasperation.

      “Oh, cut the shit, Boone.”

      “I’m not lying. I put it all in the washer and added the little packet of soap stuff and turned it on. All by myself.” I grin. “I’ll accept your apology now.”

      I don’t get one. Instead, my brother laughs. Loud.

      “Is that why your shirt has blue streaks in the back? And looks like you wrestled a dog this afternoon?”

      Glancing down, I pull at the fabric. It’s pretty wrinkled. There are faint blue shadows on the white parts that weren’t there when I wore this shirt yesterday.

      “I think the washer was broken,” I say.

      Holt slaps me on the back as he walks by. “I think you washed your shirt with your jeans, didn’t you?”

      “You know what? I don’t like your tone.”

      Holt laughs. He pulls open the fridge and takes out a beer.

      “Besides,” I say, watching him take a long drink, “when is the last time you did your own laundry?”

      “The day before we came here.”

      “Liar.”

      “I was raised a little differently than you,” he says, sitting the bottle down. “I’m the oldest. You’re the baby. There are three boys in between us. Let’s say Mom mellowed out somewhere in between.”

      “Coy broke her,” I say in reference to our middle brother.

      “Yeah, well, you’ll be the death of me.”

      I roll my eyes and switch out shirts, opting for a solid black button-up. I glance at my watch. My heartbeat starts to race as I calculate how much time it will take to get to the bar called Crave.

      “So,” Holt begins, “when is this date? Is it a date? Or just a quick fuck?”

      “It’s a date, asshole. I’m meeting her at seven. Apparently, they have good burgers.”

      Holt stills. “It’s not called Crave, is it?”

      “How’d you know that?”

      “That is Blaire’s brother’s bar. One of her brothers, anyway.” He runs a hand down his face. “I’ve avoided meeting her family and, yet, here you go meeting them first. Don’t think this doesn’t stress me out.”

      I grab his beer and down the rest of it, avoiding the glare he fires my way.

      “First,” I begin, “why should it stress you out? You two aren’t serious.”

      He stills. If there’s one thing I can do in life, it’s read my brothers and Holt is pissed. He hasn’t banged any strange pussy since he met Blaire. He’s been to Chicago twice. He’s had her come back to Savannah once. Yet, he won’t admit he wants anything serious with her.

      I wouldn’t be a good little brother if I didn’t push some buttons—for his own good, of course.

      “Second,” I say, “you don’t trust me to uphold the family name?”

      “Boone. Really?”

      “Yes, really.” I hold my hands in front of me. “I’ll remind you that I’m a businessman same as you. As a matter of fact, I landed the biggest deal in our company’s history last quarter.”

      “Your point?” he deadpans.

      “That I can be serious when the situation calls for it.”

      He sighs. “Boone, the deal of the century you landed was because you fucked the shit out of the—”

      “Don’t be jealous.” I set the bottle down and work the buttons quickly up my torso. “I can’t help it you’re all lovey-dovey with Airport Girl.”

      “Her name is Blaire, cocksucker.”

      I drop my hands. “Got it. Now, what time are we rolling out of here in the morning so I can make sure I don’t miss our flight?”

      “Nine.”

      Grabbing my wallet off the end table, I shove it in my back pocket. “I’ll be back by then. Don’t start blowing up my phone if you don’t see me before seven.” I head to the door. “But if it’s seven and I’m radio silent, you should probably start calling. I might be a little fuck-foundered if all goes right.”

      “Remember, good behavior tonight,” he calls after me.

      I pop open the door. “I’ll be so good she’ll wonder if I was even real.”

      “I meant with Blaire’s brother.”

      “Eh, I’ll try.”

      I shut the door behind me.
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      “Is that supposed to be a happy face?” I sit at the bar and point to a design on the back wall. It’s a sort of circle with what could potentially be eyes and a grin, but I’m not sure. “I can’t really tell.”

      Navie, Crave’s bartender, laughs. “Yup. That’s Peck’s handiwork. He changes it out every few weeks, mostly to annoy Machlan. We’ve had a giant penis, a set of lips, a duck—oh, and a giant W. No one knew what that meant.” She furrows her brows. “I’m not even sure Peck knew, to be honest.”

      I grin. Peck is the boy-next-door hottie that keeps everyone on their toes. The last time I was in Crave, he was dancing on the bar until Machlan threw him out. It’s all fun between them, I think. Machlan says he can’t let his cousin ruin his bar’s reputation, but I really think their push-and-pull is good for business.

      Besides, they’re both ridiculously hot.

      That never hurts.

      “What are you doing in here tonight, anyway?” Navie asks.

      I lift my chin. “I have a date, believe it or not.”

      “Oooh. With who?”

      Laughing, I take the mojito she offers me. “A guy I met today. At Suds N Spins.”

      “Okay.” She looks at me like I’m crazy. “Look, I’m sure you’re well-equipped to pick out a decent guy. But let me point out that you’re drinking alcohol when you’re meeting a guy you just met at a laundromat in Linton. Is this safe?”

      “Yes, it’s safe.”

      “Is what safe?” Peck slides into the chair beside me. His blond hair is poking out from under his hat. “How ya doin’, Delaney?”

      “Good,” I say, managing not to fan my face. “How are you?”

      “Great.”

      Navie grins. “I was just getting the run-down on Delaney’s date tonight.”

      “Do I know him?” Peck asks.

      “I don’t think so. His name is Boone and he’s from … somewhere,” I say, unable to pull that bit of information from my brain. “Anyway, he’s gorgeous and funny and offered to buy me a burger. So, here I am.”

      Peck laughs, catching the beer that Machlan slides down the bar from the other end. “I’d have bought you a burger.”

      My heart pitter-patters in my chest. “Well, had I known that …”

      “Stop it.” Navie sighs. “You can’t say stuff like that when you’re so far up Molly McCarter’s ass.”

      Peck tips back his beer, watching Navie over the top. Once he sets it back down, he grins. “Because Molly’s gonna marry me someday. Until she realizes that, it doesn’t hurt to be nice to other people, now does it?”

      They banter back and forth. I lose track of their conversation when every cell in my body comes alive as a hand is placed lightly on my shoulder.

      “Am I interrupting anything?” A deep, southern-tinged voice rolls from behind me.

      Boone steps to my side. He’s fresh from the shower. The shirt he’s changed into is tighter than the one today. The dark fabric hugs his shoulders and biceps and I think I might drool.

      “No,” I say, clearing my throat. “Not at all.”

      His eyes sparkle as he sits next to me. “What are you drinking?”

      “A mojito. They’re Navie’s specialty.”

      At the sound of her name, Navie fake coughs. I laugh as I look at her.

      “Boone, this is Navie. And this is Peck. His cousin owns this place. Guys, this is Boone Mason.”

      They exchange pleasantries as I try to settle myself down.

      The air is filled with Boone’s cologne and presence. There’s something slightly different about him tonight—something sexier. I wonder if it’s the mojito or if he’s put in a little more effort knowing he was coming to see me.

      I hope it’s the latter. It’s probably the former.

      Either way, it’s fine by me.

      Navie hands Boone a beer before he touches me lightly on the arm. My gaze flips to his as my body misfires.

      “Do you want to sit here or find a booth?” he asks.

      “Find a booth,” Navie cuts in. When we look at her, she flushes. “Sorry. You didn’t ask me.”

      Boone laughs. “Well, your opinion is welcome. Is there somewhere you suggest?”

      I don’t know exactly what goes through Navie’s mind, but she snorts. I bury my face in my hands.

      Peck chuckles. “Take the booth in the back. It’ll be the quietest. This place will get rowdy soon.”

      “Thanks.” Boone stands. “You ready?”

      “Yup.” I get to my feet and lift my drink. Before I turn around, Navie catches my gaze.

      He’s so hot, she mouths.

      I nod but look away before I think about it too much and get nervous.

      Following him to the back of the bar isn’t the worst thing I’ve ever done. His butt is round and fills out the back of his jeans like nobody’s business. I’d follow him anywhere, especially if anywhere was a bed.

      He waits for me to get situated before sitting across from me. I want to stare at him, but don’t. Partly because it’s rude and partly because it’ll cause words to stop flowing to my mouth and that would make me look dumb.

      There’s something about the smaller space, the more intimate quarters, that makes my heart pound a little harder in my chest.

      “How’s your foot?” he asks.

      “Nice ice breaker.”

      He smiles. “Should I have started with … you look hot as fuck tonight?”

      I look down at my shirt mostly to avoid his eyes for a second. “I’m glad you like this shirt. I’ve had it for years.”

      “The shirt is great. But I really meant that you look great in it.” He grins. “I think you’d probably look great in anything though.”

      “Stop charming me,” I say with a laugh.

      “Why?”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      He takes a long draw of his beer. Watching me over the bottle, his brows are pulled tight.

      “Being charming is a lot of work,” I say.

      His bottle rests on the table. “Maybe for some. It comes quite natural to me.”

      “Oh.” I nod like I’m humoring him.

      “It does,” he insists. “I mean, I managed to get dinner with you based on about thirty minutes of charm.”

      “You managed to get dinner with me because I enjoy not having to buy my meals and I haven’t had anyone ask me out in a while. I need practice.”

      He falls back in his seat. “You haven’t dated in a long time? I find that so hard to believe.”

      “Are you saying I’m irresistible?”

      He laughs. “Something like that.”

      “Well … thanks. But, no, I don’t date a lot. I think I’ve dated everyone that’s not my cousin or a friend’s ex in this county.”

      “That sounds … like a cesspool.”

      I take a sip of my mojito.

      Music begins to play over the speakers. It’s the signal that the night at Crave is about to begin. The entire town that’s of drinking and going out age will filter through here at some point tonight. It’s a fun atmosphere. Usually. Tonight, I’m afraid it’s going to be a giant distraction.

      He leans forward out of necessity. Our words would be drowned out if not. But the closeness of his body to mine—our legs nearly touching beneath the table and our hands this close on top—makes it hard to keep everything straight.

      He reaches for his drink. His knuckles brush against mine. My eyes flip to his to see a playful, yet mischievous glimmer swimming in the green orbs.

      “What about you?” I ask, forcing a swallow. “Do you date much?”

      “Honestly? When I have time, I like to see a movie or baseball game or something, yeah. But I’ve been working a lot lately and have had to slow it down. That really makes my brothers happy.”

      “What is it you guys do?”

      “For the most part, we invest in real estate. One of my brothers—I have four—is an architect. Otherwise, we work in various branches of the family company.”

      “Got it.”

      He spins the beer bottle between his fingers. “What about you? What do you do?”

      “Nothing as fancy as you,” I say with a laugh. “My parents own an organic dairy farm. I work there. I know it sounds like I trek around in cow poop all day, but I don’t. Not all the time.” I grin. “But I really like it, as unglamorous as it is.”

      I wait for his reaction. It takes longer than I expect.

      A slow smile breaks out across his handsome face. “That’s actually really cool.”

      “I don’t know about cool, but it’s enjoyable.”

      “No, that’s what I mean. It’s something productive. Something that makes a difference to people, you know? And you work with your family which I really respect.”

      My heart skips a beat. Most men think my working on a farm is either disgusting or a way for me to kill time before I find someone to marry. It’s neither. I think Boone gets that.

      I shift in my chair. My leg brushes against his beneath the table. His brows shoot to the ceiling before he quickly recovers.

      The contact leaves me a little breathless. The look he gives me steals what air is left.

      “You better stop looking at me like that,” I warn.

      “Like what?”

      He grins the most devilish grin. My legs ache as I feel the pressure of his attention settling in the bottom of my stomach.

      As I sort the look he’s delivering my way, one thing becomes abundantly clear: he wants what I want. And it’s not a burger.

      “I’m leaving in the morning,” he says carefully.

      “Okay.”

      He chuckles to himself. “Okay.”

      “It’s probably a good thing you’re leaving so soon,” I say.

      “Really?”

      “Yup. Because I’m going to go out on a limb here—maybe too far but it wouldn’t be the first time—and say we’re going to sleep together tonight. I least I hope so. And, if that happens, you’re going to fall in love with me and I don’t really need all that noise.”

      His jaw drops open. I’m not sure if he’s going to laugh or argue. I’m not sure if he knows either.

      My temperature rises as I feel the power of bringing a guy like this to his knees. The ball is in his court now. A ball I purposefully put there because it’s what I wanted and I owned it. It’s so much easier than to tiptoe around a topic or let a man call the shots.

      To Hell with that.

      He blows out a breath, a smile stretches across his cheeks. “Let me just say before I get sidetracked that I most definitely hope we sleep together tonight.”

      “Good.” I squeeze my thighs together in an attempt to quell the ache in my belly. “That solves that.”

      He grins. “But, also, there’s a bigger chance of you falling in love with me than vice versa. I’m kind of anti-long-term anything.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      A look of satisfaction paints itself on his face. “This might work out better than I imagined.”

      “Same.”

      I look around the bar. Bodies fill most of the space, having come in at some point in the midst of my conversation with Boone. I have no intention whatsoever of engaging any of them in small talk or dancing or even ordering another drink.

      “What time do you leave tomorrow?” I ask.

      “Flight goes out at nine.”

      “How bad do you want that burger?”

      “Much less than I want your body.”

      I grab my purse. “Let’s go then.”

      He laughs as he swipes his wallet from his pocket. Jamming down a handful of bills, the number of which I don’t think he considers, he stands.

      “I have a hotel room but I’m sharing it with my brother,” he says.

      “It’s your lucky day then. You can see my body and our farm.”

      He takes my hand as I start through the crowd. His palm is heavy and large and the thought of it touching my bare skin makes me shiver.

      “Where ya going?” Peck hollers as we walk by.

      “My house,” I call back.

      “I’ll check on you in the morning in case he’s a serial killer,” Peck says.

      “By then it would be too late.” Boone laughs.

      I stop and look at Boone’s face before looking at Peck. “Don’t you dare bother me tonight. I’ll take my chances.”

      Boone places a hand on each of my shoulders and spins me toward the door. “Nice to meet you, Peck,” he says as he taps me on the butt. “Now go.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Ooh, I like that.”

      “Don’t get used to it,” I say as I step outside. “I’m not very submissive.”

      The air whips around us as if to hurry us along. I head down the sidewalk and stop at my car.

      Boone looks down at me. “I’d kiss you here, but I’m not sure if I’d be able to stop and I sure as hell don’t want to fuck you in the middle of town.”

      My stomach drops. “Where are you parked?”

      “Four cars down.”

      “Follow me.” I move around the front of my car. “I hope you can drive fast.”

      “I can drive it however you want.”

      “We’ll see about that.”
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          Boone

        

      

    

    
      My headlights shine across a small cabin nestled in a grove of trees. It sits at the end of a gravel lane that felt like it went on forever. I pull my car in beside Delaney’s and cut my engine.

      I watch her gather her things before exiting her vehicle. There’s something about her that just draws me in like a moth to a flame. I don’t know if it’s her quick wit or ability to knock me off my game with one look, but the woman possesses an innate quality that most don’t.

      Grinning, I climb out of my car. The night sky is dark blue and dotted with bright silver stars.

      Delaney comes around the front of the car. I hold my breath as I take her in, hoping that the ride over didn’t dissuade her from her earlier plans.

      I want her. Damn, I want her. And as I watch her move with a confidence that’s so fucking sexy, I realize that I want her to want me.

      “You kept up,” she says with a grin. “Good work.”

      “You haven’t seen how good I can work yet.”

      Her cheeks turn a faint shade of pink as I approach. She doesn’t say a word. She just turns toward the porch.

      To our right is a row of rose bushes. I stop and touch a bud that’s closed tight.

      “I love those,” she says softly. “My grandmother planted them years and years ago. She used to say that they would bloom when something beautiful happens.”

      “Does one bloom every morning when you open your eyes?”

      She shakes her head. “No to the charming. It’ll make you leaving harder on you.” She laughs. “Besides, while sweet, that was a little lame.”

      “True. Sounds like something one of my brothers would say.”

      She flashes me a huge smile and makes her way onto the porch. A key is swiped from under a planter and I almost point out that she might as well leave it sitting on the railing because any delinquent would look under the planter first. But I don’t. I have a feeling that would be a long-drawn-out conversation and I don’t want anything distracting us from the reason we’re here.

      To fuck.

      We step inside. The cabin is exactly what I’d expect it to be. Orderly and warm with hints of levity here and there. The couch is a classic brown leather piece with a handful of pillows across it. The blanket draped over the back is covered with rainbows. It makes me laugh.

      “What?” she asks as she closes the door behind me.

      “I like the blanket.” I motion toward the sofa. “Nice touch.”

      “Well, I could explain to you the significance of the rainbow, but I won’t. I don’t think you deserve those little details yet.”

      “Ooh. Does that mean I can earn them?”

      She bats her eyelashes, making me laugh again. She walks down a little hallway that opens into a cozy kitchen. A breath is released in one hefty blow before she turns and looks at me.

      Her eyes are filled with anticipation. Ripe with expectation. Overflowing with need—a need I’m ready and willing to meet.

      I watch her, unsure as to whether to make the first move. This is new to me. There’s a protocol for these types of things—dinner, a movie, a nightcap. A little cuddling on the couch to ease the transition and then the finale. Delaney has completely tossed that out the window and now I don’t know what to do. I know what I want to do—get her naked as soon as possible. But I don’t want to make it uncomfortable or weird or come across as weak either.

      She leans against the counter. “So, how do you want to do this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do I offer you a drink? Do we need to talk about the weather? Or do you just want to forgo all that jazz?”

      I blink once. Twice. Three times before forcing a swallow down my throat. “You’re here for this, huh?”

      “If you’re having second thoughts …”

      “Ha.”

      I walk slowly across the room. The air between us grows thicker. The room seems to shrink. The energy in the middle of us sizzles with what’s to come.

      Her eyes grow wide as I near. I stop just inches from her.

      I can’t remember being this excited to touch a woman. My fingers itch, almost burn, to feel her skin. I have to fight myself from wrapping her in my arms and smothering her with my lips.

      Before I can, she reaches up and dangles her arms over my shoulders. Then, slowly, so slowly, in fact, that I think my cock might explode, she reaches her lips to mine.

      They’re soft and silky. Like pillows against my mouth, she works them against mine like she has all the time in the world.

      Her nails bite into my back as she pulls me closer. I wrap my arms around her, crossing them at the small of her back. Her skin is warm against my palms as I let her take the lead.
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        * * *

      

      Delaney

      

      My body buzzes with adrenaline as Boone encapsulates me in his arms. His body is rock solid, a mass of muscle and strength. My knees go weak as I melt into him.

      His tongue splits my lips, invading my mouth. It explores with an unrushed, almost luxurious calm. It’s as if he’s committing this entire experience to memory one movement at a time.

      My blood pounds through my veins as I break our kiss.

      “You okay?” he asks, looking at me with a sweet concern.

      “No.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I take a step back. My stomach is clenched, my thighs aching. I need relief and I need it now.

      Seeing him in my space, he looks even … more. More sophisticated, yet more rugged. More handsome yet altogether sexier.

      I need him. I need him now.

      I lift the edge of my shirt over my head. His eyes bulge as his tongue whispers over his bottom lip.

      “You,” I say, tossing him my shirt, “are still dressed.”

      “I like this you being in control shit.”

      “I thought you might.”

      We undress quietly. The only sounds are zippers drawing down and fabric hitting the floor.

      I hold my breath, waiting for the moment I’m self-conscious. It doesn’t come. Instead, as his gaze lands on my naked body, I feel more confident than I ever had.

      It’s the way he looks at me. There’s no judgment about the pooch in my belly or the way my thighs have absolutely no gap. The only thing I can see in his face is how much he wants me. None of the rest matters.

      “You’re fucking beautiful,” he says.

      I take in his tanned body. It’s all lines and ridges and hard muscle. It looks crafted, beautifully sculpted in what must have taken miles of running or hours in the weight room.

      He’s beyond gorgeous. Aesthetically, he’s perfect. I could look at him forever.

      “Boone …”

      “I mean it. I’m not being charming. I’m not using stupid lines.” He shakes his head, trailing his gaze up and down my body. “You. Are. Beautiful.”

      I take a step toward him. “Don’t tell me. Show me.”

      “Fucking Hell.”

      His lips find mine in one quick swoop. There’s no sweetness to it this time. It’s a bold move, one that shows me just how much I turn him on.

      He presses kisses along my jawline. My head falls back with a moan. The ends of my hair tickle the small of my back as he licks and kisses his way down my throat.

      “Damn it, Boone,” I say breathlessly.

      He chuckles as he palms my ass. Bending before me, he rolls one of my nipples with his tongue. I press the back of his head toward me, encouraging him for more.

      His hands scratch against my body, adding to the stimulation. Pressing in between my legs, he pushes them apart.

      I gasp as a finger runs the length of my slit. My wetness covers my thighs. I look down at him to see him watching me.

      It’s almost too much. His touch, my dry spell, plus the look of this man kneeling between my legs is enough to almost get me off just standing here.

      Then he presses my clit with the pad of his thumb.

      I jump. He laughs, palming one of my ass cheeks to hold me still as he works his fingers back and forth. I move my body, aiming for more contact, but he denies it to me.

      “Boone,” I tell him with my eyes closed. “If you don’t do something soon—ah!”

      A finger, then two, is inserted inside me as his mouth is planted against my clit. The darkness is lit up with a plethora of colors as my body screams a silent plea for release.

      I tense, caught off guard by the sudden overstimulation. My hands go to his hair, tugging the soft strands, as he works me over.

      Finally, I give up and release myself to him. My body sags against his hand as he presses me tighter against his mouth. His tongue slips inside me, making me shiver. His teeth nip at my swollen clit.

      I yelp in a mixture of pain and pleasure.

      “I’m going to come in your mouth,” I warn him.

      My eyes fall back in my head as he growls against my tender flesh. Another finger is inserted into my opening and, when he sucks my bud into his mouth, I come completely undone.

      He guides me to the climax of bliss and then gently back to Earth again. Once I can control my vision, I look down just as he’s looking up.

      He grins.

      “That was the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen,” he says, wiping my juices off his face.

      “I have to admit that seeing you covered in me is pretty hot too.”

      He winks, getting to his feet. His cock is rock hard. It sticks straight up with pre-cum already dotting the tip.

      “You were pretty submissive,” he teases.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I fall to my knees. Taking his length in my hands, I listen to his gasp. “Let’s see who’s submissive now.”
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      The sun is bright. Too bright. Way brighter then it should be.

      I start to move but my muscles scream at me to slow it down. And then I remember: Boone.

      I lie quietly in my bed and breathe in the scent he left behind. His cologne is all over me, all over my sheets—permeating my entire house, I hope.

      My body sings with memories of his touch. My lips swollen from his kisses. My core exhausted from the orgasms he expertly delivered until I passed out sometime around three this morning.

      I look to the side and see a rose on my pillow. It’s the rose from outside—the one I was waiting to bloom. Rising up on my elbow, I pick it up to see a note left beneath it.

      
        
        You were right. These do bloom when something beautiful happens.

        Thanks for a night I’ll never forget.

        Boone

        

      

      I hold the rose to my chest and smile.
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        * * *

      

      To read more about Linton, Illinois and the Gibson Boys, check out Crank. Out now on Amazon, Audible, and enrolled in Kindle Unlimited.
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      Ten years of my life. Ten. That is what I devoted to Frankie Cameron. We met less than a month after I moved home from Penn State. I figured I would come back to the same old town—to the same old people. There are currently only a thousand residents in Sleepy Hills, Connecticut, so when someone new moves to town, everyone knows within a week. I knew within one day when Frankie Cameron moved to our small area. 

      He bought the house two doors down from my parents’ ranch-style house. I watched from my bedroom window as he unloaded his pickup truck, carrying boxes alone without breaking a sweat. People moved in so seldom that the odds of the person being a single, attractive man, were slim. Therefore, I assumed he was moving into that white-picket enclosed house with an equally stunning wife. 

      It just so happened I had to run to the grocery store, and I figured maybe I would casually stop in front of his house and introduce myself—be a friendly neighbor.

      It all went downhill from there. 

      Frankie smiled at me as I rolled down my window. He walked up to my car, and I don’t know what happened between that minute and eight hours later, but I fell asleep in that man’s bed. 

      Thinking back on it now, we never took one step backward. Whatever it was we had, was the true definition of insta-love, and now I know why people laughed when I told them it was love at first sight. 

      Clearly, I was blind to reality. 

      Everything was perfect. Frankie Cameron was perfect.

      Was.

      Frankie told me I was beautiful each and every morning, right when I woke up, even when I knew I looked like a zombie. He held doors open for me and walked on the side of the curb closest to the moving cars. Frankie even cooked. How could I have not fallen in love so fast? Frankie made me feel like the luckiest woman alive.

      Until today.

      Today, I feel like the dumbest woman who has ever stepped foot on this earth. 

      Today, I want to know what Frankie fancies about red-heads with freckles. 

      Today, I want to hear that Frankie is experiencing a bout of amnesia and forgot we have been married for eight years. 

      I doubt that’s the case, however. 

      Her name is Amber. Amber has the same shade of red hair as I do, and freckles along her spine, just like me. Amber looks to be about ten years younger, though. 

      “Oh, Amber, babe … right there—” Frankie moans.

      “Do you want me to get that for her?” I ask. 

      Frankie’s head snaps upright with shock. His face falls into a look of destruction. “Who is this?” Amber asks. 

      “His wife,” I answer for him, somehow remaining entirely too calm. “I placed your purse by the door. You can see yourself out now.”

      In silence, Frankie and I watch as Amber makes her way across the bedroom, picking up her strewn clothes along the way. She doesn’t even seem embarrassed that I walked in on them, or to be naked in my bedroom, for that matter. She’s doing little to cover her perfectly trim body.

      Once we hear the front door open and close, I tilt my head to the side.

      I will not cry. I refuse to give him that. 

      “Let me guess: you can explain?”

      I take a few steps closer, taking advantage of the fact that he’s naked and won’t be flying around the room to escape my wrath.

      “What’s there to explain? You caught me cheating on you.” Wrong answer, dickhead.

      I lift his pants from the floor and throw them at him with all my strength. “Why wouldn’t you just leave me if you were unhappy with me? Why hurt me in this way, Frankie?”

      Frankie combs his fingers through his hair and closes his eyes. “It’s been two months, Rose. You haven’t touched me in two months.”

      I haven’t. It’s because I smelled a rat. Or perfume. I smelled the perfume and saw a hickey on his neck. I wanted to pretend it wasn’t happening, but I couldn’t convince myself enough to look at my husband the way I had looked at him for the years prior. 

      “You started cheating on me three months ago. The first time you cheated, I smelled the perfume. The second, third, and fourth, I smelled extra cologne that you used to cover up the scent she left behind. Her name popped up on your phone while you were in the bathroom one night, and then two weeks ago to the day, you came home with a hickey on your neck. How hard were you trying to hide this, Frankie?”

      “She came onto me,” he says. 

      “It’s not you, it’s me,” I reply, trying to mock his deep voice. “I have felt neglected—wah, wah, wah. Anything else you’d like to add?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. He says the words as if they’re going to fix our lives. 

      “Me too. I’m leaving.”

      “Rose, don’t leave. Let’s go to marriage counseling. We’ll do a couple’s retreat. I’ll take you out for more date nights like you asked. Please, don’t leave.”

      I can’t help but laugh. I sometimes laugh when I’m angry and punch things when I’m happy. There’s a cross-wiring in my brain, I guess. “No,” I tell him. “I had one hard rule. No cheating.”

      “I don’t want to lose you, Rose.” Frankie stumbles from the bed, pulling his boxer briefs up to his waist. He’s walking over to me with outstretched arms. “I made a mistake. I swear to you, it won’t happen again.”

      “You broke my trust,” I tell him. “That’s something words can ’t fix.”

      “I’ll make it up to you,” he pleads. He must be reading these responses right out of a cheater’s manual. 

      “No,” I tell him again, keeping my monotone sound in check. I must pretend like I don’t care. It’s the only playing card I have.

      I haven’t figured out why I’m so calm. It must be the wiring in my head again. My heart is pounding so hard, and my head feels like it’s squeezing in. My life as I know it is over, and I have no clue where I will go, or what I will do. Yet, I’m talking to him like I’m asking him to go outside and pluck the newspaper out of the front bushes like I do every Sunday morning.

      “So, that’s it? We’re just over. We aren’t going to try to work this out?” he asks, trying to make this out to be my fault. Why should I stay? 

      “That’s it,” I tell him.
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      It was Frankie’s house to start. I left as fast as I came.

      I only stayed long enough to pack a duffle bag worth of clothes and belongings. I tuned out all his apologies. They meant nothing to me. I didn’t even care about the rest of my stuff at that point. My only focus was deciding on my two options: I could head back to my parents’ house two doors down, or I could start anew. 

      Living with my parents after being on my own for ten years didn’t seem like a viable option, nor did living right next to my dick of a soon-to-be ex-husband. I had to leave the area. 

      The state. 

      The country.

      I moved to London—a small town in London. The roads are cobblestone, the small Georgian houses are affordable to rent with a roommate, and the neighborhoods are in walking distance of the downtown village. 

      It took less than two weeks to find a housemate who had ironically also recently suffered through a divorce.

      Before I left, I quit my columnist job at the local newspaper and took half of the savings from my joint account with Frankie.

      Without a second thought, I hopped on a plane. I haven’t looked back across that ocean once. I have no regrets, other than meeting Frankie.

      Suzette, my new housemate, is thirty-five; just a few years older than I am. She has an uplifting spirit and loads of motivation. Suzette has inspired me to run, to start a lifestyle blog as I have dreamed of doing, and helped me find a part-time job at a nearby art gallery to fulfill another one of my passions. She’s better than a dumb husband. 

      I didn’t think uprooting my life could have been simpler. It’s like I was traveling down the wrong path, and as soon as I corrected my direction, everything began to fall into place.

      Aside from all the positive happenings, it took a good six months for the pain in my chest to melt away. Even now, I try my best to push the thoughts away; a day doesn’t go by without the dreadful thoughts and questions I have. 

      It has now been a year of mourning my marriage, but I still don’t understand how a person can casually and carelessly hop into bed with another woman. 

      I’ve spent countless hours scrolling through the photos I have stored on my laptop; our wedding pictures—we intended them to be timeless, like my dress and Frankie’s tux. We looked so happy—we were so happy. I was happy.

      Maybe I should have given him a second chance. That thought also goes through my head daily. 

      I still can’t pinpoint the exact moment when our relationship died. I’ve tried to convince myself that I don’t need to know the whys and hows of what happened. I’m sure the truth would only eat away at me, and I take on more blame than I should. 

      Frankie spent the first month after I left calling me, texting, and even emailing. 

      I changed my phone number when I made the trek across the pond. The phone calls stopped, as well as the texts, but the emails have continued. A new email address helped for a while, but curiosity will always get the best of me. Sometimes, late at night, I will sign onto my old email account and read the first few lines of the emails Frankie has sent. 

      Apparently, he’s heartbroken and not giving up. He’s been searching everywhere for me, but no one knows where I’ve disappeared too. My parents vowed not to tell Frankie. Of course, I don’t think Frankie has the balls to knock on my parents’ door, no matter how desperate he has been or might still be.

      The last email I snuck a peek at made my heart hurt, more than it has in the last six months. I only read the first line, but it was enough to knock the wind out of me:

      You were my love at first sight. I wanted you to be my love at last sight too. Everything is wrong, and I can’t make it right.

      If he was trying to make me hurt, it worked. Frankie wasn’t one for sharing his emotions or writing letters, notes, or emails. I knew he loved me by the way we kissed and the way he looked at me when we made love, or even the kind gentlemen-like gestures. Beyond that, he had a beautiful stone facade that I couldn’t see through. Maybe if he expressed his feelings more, I would have seen the downfall coming sooner. 

      This is when I start to blame myself.

      However, as those thoughts cross my mind, I realize I never shared my feelings with Frankie. At least, not after he broke my heart. A therapist I see occasionally told me to write him a letter, pour my heart out, then trash it. 

      Trash the letter? That sounds like a waste of time.

      “What are you doing over there?” Suzette asks as she descends the stairs from our small space on the second floor. We keep most of our storage boxes up there, but she’s admiring a bracelet on her wrist, which I’m sure she just dug out.

      “I’m about to write a letter,” I tell her, keeping the facts simple. She might lecture me if she knew what I was truly doing. We have helped each other mourn our marriages and have vowed only to look forward. It’s the only way to survive heartache. 

      “To whom is this letter for?” she inquires with a raised brow and a cheeky smile.

      I squint through my eyes. “His name is No-Name,” I respond.

      “Oh, Rose. No-Name doesn’t deserve your attention,” she reminds me. 

      We refer to our ex-husbands as no ones. They don’t deserve to be referenced by their given names. 

      “I’m writing for therapy. I will not send him the letter,” I assure her. 

      “I hope not. You have been doing so well these last few months. It’s just another small hurdle you have to get over.”

      Suzette was married for five years longer than I was, and her husband walked out on her. She hasn’t had any major breakdowns since I’ve known her and I wonder how she’s made it through the passing time with what looks like so much ease. I’m jealous of her ability to shut the pain out. 

      I lost ten years of my life.

      I lost my first love. 

      I lost my best friend.

      To me, heartache is like an addictive drug that needs to be numbed to feel better. I’ve never written a fake letter or a letter to someone who wouldn’t read it, but it’s worth a shot—if maybe this might free the pain.

      “I have to run to the gallery. I forgot my book there last night. I’ll be back shortly,” she says. 

      Suzette’s father, Harry, owns the art gallery, where she helped me secure a job. She works there too, but only one night a week, and it’s mostly to support her father. Since Suzette works for the village clerk four days a week, she has no time to spare. “Tell Harry I said hi,” I offer. 

      “Will do, and I won’t mention what you are doing right now, you silly woman.”

      “I appreciate that,” I tell her with a soft snicker.

      I pull out a lined piece of notebook paper and a pen from the drawer of my writing desk. Here goes nothing.

      Dear ...

      I will not address this letter to you because I don’t know what to call you. Though, if I tried to come up with a name, it wouldn’t be very nice.

      Despite the pain you have caused me, I can’t bring myself to hate you, but I think it’s because I don’t understand. I don’t understand how you can tell me you love me—look me in the eyes and say those words—yet, hate me enough to tear my heart out and step on it as if it were a pesky bug. 

      The day I first met you, I knew how ridiculous it was that you asked me to step out of my car because you thought you knew me from somewhere. You made me believe we were long-lost friends, and you needed to find out for sure.

      I knew very well we had never met before. I would remember a face like yours in a small town. Still, I stepped out of my car and sat down on the front step of your farmer’s porch. You even offered me a glass of lemonade so I would stay a little longer. 

      No one had paid that kind of attention to me before, yet, there you were, looking at me like I was fascinating—like I was beautiful. It was unreal. It was the best moment of my life.

      But, now that’s ruined. 

      You ruined that perfect moment. 

      I bet you wouldn’t believe this, but I’m angrier at myself than I am at you. I was the one who had on blinders. Nothing in life can be as perfect as you pretended to be. I should have known right from the start that you were too good to be true. I worshipped the ground you walked on—even the ground where I laid down and allowed you to walk all over me, instead. I saw forever in your eyes. I saw my future. I saw kids. I saw it all, Frankie. 

      Then, it was like a mac truck hit me, stealing every part of my life, leaving me with only the essentials to survive. I’m here. I’m alive, but my heart—it’s not doing so well. 

      Were you playing me from day one? Were you always in the process of breaking my heart without me knowing day after day? Was I just that naïve? 

      I never worried that you would leave me for someone else. The thought never crossed my mind until the few months that led up to when I caught you. You were just that devious that you made me believe you would never do something so awful. 

      Did you feel like a ball of fire was burning your insides when you made love to that woman? Did your heart feel like a lead weight? Did your chest threaten to cave? 

      I wish it did, but I know better. I wish you could take my pain and own it as if it were your own. It’s what you deserve. 

      All I want to do now is hate you—hate you for all my remaining days. Except, my hate is fading, and I’m questioning why my heart still hurts because of someone like you. You’re a con artist; you know that?

      I hate you. 

      That’s all.

      Love, Rose

      No, scratch that—no Love. Just—

      Rose

      I fold up the paper and shove into an envelope. On the front of the envelope, I write Frankie’s address. If I’m not sending it, there is no real purpose to write his address down, but now that I’ve fed my heartache, there is a larger desire to mail this letter. 

      Maybe I’ve lost my mind as I walk out the front the door, down the street, and open the mailbox flap. I toss the letter inside. As the letter drops to the bottom of the empty mailbox, my heart falls at the same time.

      Frankie should know how I feel about him. 

      He should have to live with what he did. 

      Sending me junky emails to make my heart hurt again ... he deserves this. He deserves a lot worse than this.
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      “Thank you for coming in this morning, Rose. You’re a doll,” Harry says as I make my way toward the back of the art gallery. “We have a leak in our roof and Mary is changing out the buckets every five minutes.”

      “I heard. Suzette explained it all. She’s on her way over to your house so she can help Mary. It’s no problem at all to ask me to come in … anytime. I’m grateful for this job,” I tell Harry. 

      Harry is also the brilliant painter behind most of the artwork on the walls. He’s older than my parents and has grandkids from Suzette’s older sister. The entire family frequents the gallery daily. It’s one of the reasons I love the environment of being here. Their family treats me like family, and they have only known me just less than a year. I’m even invited over for their Sunday night dinners. 

      “Before I leave, I’ve been meaning to ask you, how is therapy going? You seem to be a little more troubled these last couple of weeks than you were before. You were doing so well. Did something happen?”

      I suspect I might be a topic of conversation at dinner for Harry and his wife, Mary. Mary is the one who will bring me tea, sit down beside me, place her hand on mine, and ask me millions of personal questions. She’s very much like Suzette in that way—or Suzette clearly takes after her mother. Mary’s voice is so soft and soothing that I easily comply and comfortably share all the nitty-gritty thoughts going through my head. Therefore, I wonder if Mary asks Harry millions of questions after working a shift with me.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I tell Harry. I say it’s nothing, but Suzette may have tipped him off.

      Harry raises an eyebrow. “I have two daughters, Rose. I know a lie when I see one.”

      “You mean, hear one?” I correct him, laughing to lighten my statement. 

      “No, I mean, see one,” he says, pointing at my face. “You looked up to the right when you answered my question. That means you are lying, Miss Rose.”

      I sigh. “It is nothing. It’s just received an email from Frankie. I’ll be fine. I just need to move past it.”

      “Oh bother, why don’t you let me respond to the chap. I’ll take care of him once and for all.”

      I laugh because I think Harry is serious. He walks back over to me rather than leaving through the front door, and places his hands on my shoulders. “I know, it’s only been a year since you’ve been in our family’s lives, but I look at you much like I look at my two daughters, Rose. You deserve happiness, and you don’t deserve what that man did to you. Plus, you came here to London to fix your heart—you can’t fix something that’s broken when there is an object lodged in the cracks.” Harry leans forward and places a father-like kiss on my forehead and turns to walk away. “Listen to the old man. I’ve been around the block a few times.”

      How do I explain to anyone that sending that letter yesterday made me feel good? It’s my way of having the last word, which is why I brought another piece of paper here with me today. Eventually, I will run out of words. It might be what heals me. 

      I place the paper down onto the glass countertop and reach for the pen that’s on top of the order form beside me. 

      The second the tip of the pen touches the paper, relief washes through me.

      Dear No Name no-name,

      I wonder if “no-name” should use capitalization. It’s supposed to represent your name, so I suppose I should capitalize it. However, I remember learning that capitalization is meant for important proper nouns. You are not important to me. Therefore, I change my mind. 

      I have decided to let you know that I have moved to London, a place far away from you. I’m happy here. It’s beautiful and quiet. People are friendly and loving here. 

      I bet you there are no cheaters living in this small town. Maybe that’s because someone outlawed all cheaters from this place. If that’s the case, I would be safe from you finding me here, wouldn’t I?

      I woke up this morning with the urge to tell you: I hate you. 

      There it is. I hate you, Frankie. 

      I plan to continue writing you these letters until I feel it’s clear how much I hate you. Funny enough, I had no intention of sending you the letter I did yesterday, but as soon as I signed my name and slipped the paper into an envelope, the urge to finish the job was incredible. I’m supposed to trash the letter and feel better, but I knew I wouldn’t feel as good as I do knowing you see these hateful words. 

      I doubt you have realized this yet, but I stole your 1952 Mickey Mantle baseball card. Last night, I lit it on fire and threw into the metal trash bin in front of my house. I feel like you may have mentioned that it was worth over a million dollars at some point. So, that sucks.

      Anyway, I hope Amber is treating you well, making you your favorite meals, cleaning up after your sloppy ass, and bringing in matching income. I know you loved all those aspects of our marriage. 

      I hated those aspects of our marriage. I hated all the meals you loved. I hated cleaning up your gross socks and underwear because you couldn’t manage to drop them into the laundry bin just two feet away. I hated that you wouldn’t agree to me starting a blog, making it profitable so I could become a freelance writer rather than working at a low-paying newspaper job. I supported you all those years, and you didn’t care about anything I loved.          

      Therefore, now, I can easily tell you: I hate you. 

      I know I’ve already said so once in this letter, but it’s important for you to know that I don’t miss you at all. I’m having the time of my life here. Thank you for breaking my heart and setting me free.

      Love,

      Rose
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      “Oh, Rose,” Suzette sighs, walking in through the front door. She isn’t due to be home for another hour. 

      “What are you doing home so early?” I ask. 

      “We’re supposed to get some nasty storms tonight, so we closed down early for the night. Is this what you do when I’m not home?” She’s referring to the handwritten letter I’m completing. If I was working, I would be typing on my laptop. She knows exactly what I’m doing. 

      “It’s—”

      “This isn’t therapy, Rose. You’re pressing pause on your life. You are not moving forward, and you must stop sending … No-Name … these letters. He hasn’t even responded.”

      “I haven’t left a return address,” I tell her, hoping it makes her realize I’m being truthful about this being a selfish act of therapy. 

      “Rose,” she says, chuckling. “The postal service will stamp it with the county origin. Frankie knows your last name. Therefore, he could find you if he wanted to, sweetie.”

      I didn’t think of that. 

      “Fine, this will be my last letter.” It’s so easy to say this will be my last letter, but I hadn’t considered the fact that there hasn’t been a response from the dozen letters I have sent in the last two months. 

      “Yeah, okay, I’ll believe that one when I see it,” she teases. 

      “Truthfully, I’m signing off in this letter.”

      Dear no-name,

      I am running out of things to say to you, so this will be my final letter. Did you know my parents have been together for thirty-two years, and they still love each other just as much as they did when they first met?

      Throughout their married life, they have argued, they have said hurtful things without intention, and they have walked out of the house to take a long quiet ride. While growing up, I can recall the days they had arguments. They didn’t happen often, but when they did, I was very aware, and it hurt me to see their love tarnished, even if it was just for a few hours. However, you want to know the best part about taking part in an argument? It’s the part when you make up. It’s the part when you remember all the reasons why you love the other person and wonder why there was even an argument. Couples argue because they are full of passion—it is important for their partner to understand them because understanding makes up a very large part of a relationship. Understanding is like the glue between a couple, and without understanding, everything will eventually fall apart. 

      I still don’t know why you did what you did, but if I had done something wrong, I would have hoped you would have had some understanding for me. Understanding would have kept us together. On the contrary, someone could be the most understanding person in the entire world, but if the pieces of a relationship have already broke, even the strongest glue—understanding—won’t work because when something as gentle and vulnerable as a relationship breaks, it doesn’t just break, it shatters like glass. There isn’t a type of glue in the world that can fix that.

      I have shattered. I will never be the same, regardless of the understanding I have maintained. You broke me, Frankie. You broke us, and forever, the us part will always be in thousands of pieces that can never find their way back together.

      This is my final goodbye. I hope you find some understanding for the next person you love, and I hope the understanding is stronger than glue—enough to hold you through the hard times.

      I understand, Frankie. I understand you weren’t strong enough to be faithful, but your weakness has, in turn, become my strength. 

      That strength is this goodbye. Forever.

      Love (for the last time),

      Rose

      “Feel better?” Suzette asks as I slip the letter into the envelope. 

      “I do feel better,” I tell her.

      Suzette smiles and wraps her arm around my shoulders. “I knew you’d come around, eventually,” she says. “I’m proud of you.”

      “How are you so strong?” I ask her. “I don’t understand why it has taken me so long to say goodbye.”

      “I put a picture of … No One … inside of my closet door, and I throw darts at his head each morning when I wake up.” Suzette is as serious as I’ve ever seen her.

      “Are you joking?” 

      She takes my hand and leads me down the short hall into her bedroom where she opens the closet door that showcases a picture of her ex-husband with thousands of little dart holes all over his face. “That is a piece of art,” I tell her.

      “Right? I think so too. Look, sweetie, we all grieve in our own way. I just want to make sure you’re heading in the right direction—that’s all.”

      “I am now,” I say, releasing a deep exhale. 

      “I know.” Suzette pulls me over to her bed where she plops down on the edge. She pats the space next to her for me to take a seat. “So. I have a date tomorrow night.”

      “You do not!” I yelp. Suzette has sworn off men since I moved in with her. “I thought you were never going to date another man again.”

      “I know what I said,” she gushes. “But he’s a lovely man, Rose. I like him. He comes into the clerk’s office once every few days just to bring me afternoon tea. Who does that?”

      “How did you meet?” I question.

      “It’s quite embarrassing really,” she begins. “A few weeks ago, he came in with a tea in a to-go cup, and he needed a paper notarized for his business. I went to grab the paper he needed marked and knocked his tea over. I don’t know how I managed to do so, but that tea covered every inch of my workspace and Rodrick’s clothes. It was mortifying.”

      “Oh my gosh,” I say, trying my best not to laugh because she isn’t laughing. 

      “Basically, he had to come back the very next day so I could notarize a clean copy of his document. He spent about thirty minutes teasing me about my mishap. There was a spark, Rose. I can’t explain it, but he has come back several times since, requesting that I pretend to notarize blank pieces of paper.” Now, Suzette is laughing. “It’s very sweet.”

      “I’m happy for you,” I tell her. She deserves to meet someone new. 

      “Are you going to be okay if I start seeing Rodrick? I don’t want to be bringing a man around the house if it’s going to make you upset or feel lonely.”

      “No. Oh, God, no, never stop your life for me, please. I would hate to think you do that.”

      “Okay, I just wanted to make sure.”

      “I can’t wait to meet him,” I tell her, wrapping my arms around her neck. “You deserve this.”

      “You know,” she sighs. “Maybe Rodrick has a friend.”

      “That’s okay,” I tell her. “Everything will happen when it’s supposed to, right?”

      Who am I kidding? My ex-husband doesn’t even want to track me down enough to make things right anymore. Twelve letters, and nothing in response. I didn’t realize he could trace my mail.
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      I have gotten in the habit of visiting the small coffee shop down the street from our house each morning around six a.m. They have small bistro tables out front, which helps with my inspiration as I watch the passing cars and people who are out for their morning walk. 

      This morning, though, words aren’t coming to me. I have writer’s block, so I’ve spent more time staring out into the street than I have at my laptop screen. 

      Rather than trying to refocus on my words, I spot a man who appears out of place, walking down the sidewalk toward this coffee shop. I know I’ve been away from the United States for over a year, but I can easily spot an American from a mile away. 

      It took me almost four months to adapt to the style change. I didn’t realize there was a difference until Suzette offered to take me on a shopping trip. Once she pointed out that I needed a few changes to look more British, I began to recognize the differences. 

      For example, this man is wearing a North Face fleece, which is predominantly an American company. His workboots also don’t match the London style, nor do his boot cut jeans.

      The man walks into the coffee shop and leaves only five minutes later. I expected him to continue on after picking up his to-go cup, but instead, he takes a seat at the table next to me to study his phone.

      After another minute or so, his phone rings, and he answers the call. “Hey man, yeah I arrived safely,” he says, laughing. “Thanks for checking on me, bro. I’ll give you a call when I know more. Peace out.”

      He is definitely American. 

      I twist my head to look at the man. He’s very good-looking with his freshly cut hair, and short dirty-blonde spikes in the front and fade in the back. His is cleanly shaved and has a plaid button-up shirt poking through the neckline of his fleece. “What part of the states are you from?” I ask. 

      He seems startled by my question. “You’re American too,” he says. 

      “Sure am,” I answer. 

      “I’m from Eastern Connecticut,” he says. 

      “No, you’re not,” I tease. “I’m from Eastern Connecticut.” 

      Across the ocean in a foreign place, and two people from one of the smallest states in America are sitting side-by-side at a tiny coffee shop in a low-populated village of London. I’m curious about the odds or likelihood of such an occurrence.

      “Wow, small world,” he says, laughing softly. “Are there are a lot of Americans in this area?”

      I shake my head. “No, hardly any at all, really.” 

      “Interesting,” he says. “I came here looking for a woman who moved away from Connecticut.”

      I narrow my eyes, confused, and wondering how much smaller these odds will get before something makes sense to me. “What’s her name?” My hands are trembling beneath my table.

      “I don’t know her last name, or I’m not sure of it, I should say, but her first name is Rose.”

      Rose. How many American women in this small little village could have the name, Rose? “Oh,” I gasp a bit and press my hand to my chest. “My name is Rose.”

      “Was, or is your last name, Cameron?”

      This is becoming less ironic and more pointed, but I have never seen this man in my life. “Yes, it is still Cameron,” I say, which has been my typical response anytime I’m forced to focus on the fact that I have not changed my last name back to my maiden name yet. 

      “Really?” The man seems shocked, whereas I was sure he knew me or knew who he had sat down next to, but now it seems more like a planned coincidence—if there is such a thing. 

      “Yes, that’s me, Rose Cameron. Do I know you?”

      The man closes his eyes as if to put together his thoughts. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t planning to run into you in a coffee shop of all places. However, I did come here to find you.”

      I just spoke to my parents last night, so I know they’re okay, which is the only real reason I would worry about someone from the states traveling over here to find me. Even still, we have phones and plenty of forms of communication, so I’m back to being confused as to why anyone in the world would travel across seas to find me.

      “I’m Colton Bryer,” he says, reaching his hand out for me to shake. 

      I reach between our two tables and reciprocate the handshake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Also, I’m in love with your words.”

      My breath becomes short. I’m startled, numb, and my chest has millions of little flutters tickling me from the inside. “My words? You’re a fan of my blog?” Should I be concerned about this? Never, in my wildest dreams did I ever consider having a fan for my blog, of all things. I know I have active viewers each day, but hardly any comments.

      “I didn’t know you had a blog,” he says, staring at me as if he knows me. He’s smiling like I just said something he’s been waiting to hear, and I’m utterly confused.

      “Well, pardon my confusion, but how do you know me?”

      Colton reaches into his zipped-up fleece and pulls out a stack of envelopes. “I know this is inappropriate and out of line, but the envelopes were not made out to anyone in particular. They only had my address on the front, so I opened each letter, finding your words inside—finding your pain, and grief.”

      Again, the need to gasp is strong, but for a moment, I feel humiliated that someone else received my letters. “Wait, do you know Frankie?” 

      Colton nods his head. “I mean, I met him for a few seconds when he gave me a tour of his house. He sold his house, and I bought it.”

      I wouldn’t know that because I didn’t read much of Frankie’s emails. “Oh, I used to live there,” I tell him.

      “I know,” he says. “I figured it all out—well most of it. The part I haven’t figured out is if Frankie was just dumb, or if he was blind and dumb.”

      My cheeks are becoming warm, hot even. I’m blushing. I haven’t blushed in years. “He wasn’t blind, but he was dumb,” I counter.

      “I’d say so, but I don’t mean this rudely—if I had a wife that looked like you, I wouldn’t be looking elsewhere.”

      “Thank you for saying that. I guess not all involved parties would agree, but it is what it is, right?” I’m putting aside the fact that this man read all my letters, likely assuming they weren’t for him after he received the first.

      “Why were you reading all of those letters? I’m sure you knew they weren’t for you after the first one, right?” I don’t want to be rude to this man. He obviously has a reason for finding me—flying to a different country to find me. 

      “Well, my wife walked out on me for similar reasons. Supposedly, she hadn’t cheated, but worse, she fell in love with some guy at work. It broke my heart—I was just a mess, and your words—they comforted me, made me feel like I wasn’t alone in feeling as miserable as I was.” 

      My heart hurts for Colton because I would never wish my pain upon anyone else, no matter what the circumstance. “I’m so sorry you have been going through the same kind of pain. It’s unbearable.” 

      “Why did you come here?” he asks.

      “I ran away, and it was the best decision I have ever made.”

      “I’m sorry if this is out of the blue and weird. Honestly, I don’t know why I felt it was so important to travel out here to find you, but I kind of felt like I was running away too, and it seemed like a good idea, even if it was just temporary.”

      “It’s a lonely world when your life falls to pieces,” I tell him. “I never knew I could feel so lonely and I didn’t know what to do when the man who was my best friend and my lifeline couldn’t be a part of my life anymore. I didn’t want to see anything that reminded me of him.”

      “I tried to do the same. I’m originally from Michigan, but I moved to Connecticut to get away from Mel. I just had to get away.” Colton takes a moment to take in his surroundings as I’m taking in the sight right in front of me. He’s spectacular and perfect, and I should have asked him if his wife was blind and dumb too because obviously, she is. This man will fly across the world on a whim chance of meeting someone, isn’t a typical kind of man. 

      “This feels surreal,” I tell Colton. “In a good way.”

      “I feel like I know you. Does that make you feel weird?” he asks.

      “Only because I don’t know a thing about you.” 

      “I’ll tell you anything and everything you want to know about me because I need your friendship. I need you in my life, and I’m sorry if that scares you. I’m being totally forward, and I am never ever like this, but when all hope is gone, we jump, right?”

      “Right,” I tell him, agreeing wholeheartedly. Maybe I should find this odd and a bit creepy, but it all feels kind of serendipitous. “Misery loves company.”

      “It sure does. Although are you still miserable? Your letters felt therapeutic to me as if you were tossing all your pain away and dumping it onto the paper to serve back to Frankie. Do you feel that way?” 

      “That’s why I stopped writing the letters. I decided I had nothing left to say,” I explain.

      “I feared that was the case. I had been receiving those unnamed letters every few days like clockwork. Then, they stopped. I have missed your words that completely described my feelings. I imagined myself having the ability to say the same lines to Mel, but knowing her, she’d find me and try to blame me again, and I couldn’t handle the thought of that happening.”

      “Well, on the other side, Frankie didn’t exactly hunt me down, so I had to realize my letters were just falling into a void somewhere.”

      “They weren’t, Rose. Those letters were helping me. They were making me wish I knew who was strong enough to write such thought-provoking statements that ripped my heart out even when I didn’t know you. You’re brilliant.”

      That’s a lot of recognition to give a stranger, but I might just take it.

      I am so caught up in the moment, focused on this man’s face, and wondering so many different things that I didn’t spot the rain clouds moving in. The sky has opened, and we’re sitting in two bistro chairs getting drenched with monstrous size raindrops. 

      “Your laptop,” he says, taking it and slipping it into his fleece. “Come on, let’s get inside.” If he didn’t point out the fact that my laptop was getting wet, I might have stayed seated under the rain, feeling the euphoria of nature and all it encompasses, such as fate.

      I follow Colton to the coffee shop door. He opens the door, but I know that doesn’t mean much if a person is going to turn out to be a cheater someday. Still, I appreciate the gesture. “Thank you,” I offer, sneaking beneath his arm to step inside. 

      The weather isn’t warm enough to be in short sleeves and soaking wet, and the heat isn’t on full blast in the coffee shop, so I can’t help but shiver a bit as I stare aimlessly out the floor-to-ceiling window.

      Colton takes my laptop out from within in his fleece and places it down on a small table. He rushes to a napkin dispenser and returns to dry off my poor machine “Oh, you don’t have to do that. I can get it.”

      “You would have noticed the rain if I didn’t distract you. It’s my fault. Plus, you’re shivering.” Colton unzips his fleece, pulling one arm out at a time. I don’t say a word until he’s reaching over with it to drape over my shoulders. 

      “Oh, you don’t have to—”

      “Please. Let me keep you warm from the rain.”

      “You aren’t real, are you?” I ask him, pulling his coat a little snugger around my chest. 

      His fleece smells like a light cologne mixed with laundry detergent. It’s comforting. I glance down at his boots, recalling one of the first things I noticed about him when he walked into the coffee shop. “Are you in construction?”

      “Yes, I am,” he says, peering down at his boots. “Very perceptive.”

      “What kind of construction?” I continue, wanting to learn as much about him as I can in whatever time we have.

      “Mostly, I work with housing developments. I do a lot of the framing work.” That explains his bulky upper body. It must be all muscle. 

      “You said you’re from Michigan?”

      “Yes, but I grew up in Connecticut, then moved out to Michigan. Therefore, I was technically moving home, you could say.”

      “Family?”

      “I’m an only child and my parents passed away.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” He makes the meaning of the word, lonely, sound worse than how I felt.

      The heavy rain slows down, and we’re both watching the droplets fall from the sky as if their grains of sand falling from the hourglass that will end our time together. Where do we go from here? We don’t know each other.

      “What’s next for you?” I ask him.

      He nods his head. “You know, I’m not sure, and I didn’t plan that out before coming here. I’m on a sabbatical from work, so I’m making the world my oyster.”

      “You should live here. It will heal your soul.”

      “I think I need to see more than a coffee shop to make that decision, but after meeting you, I’m not sure I’d be in a rush to leave.”

      The rain has stopped, and spots of blue are reappearing among the clouds. I scoop up my laptop and take Colton’s hand. “Follow me,” I tell him.

      “Where are we going?” he asks, laughing as if he’s suddenly free from what was holding him down.

      “We’re going where you will forget about all of your problems.”

      “I think I like the sound of this.”

      I don’t release Colton’s hand until we reach my house. “Wait right here,” I tell him. “I need to drop my laptop off before we go any further.”

      I open the door I didn’t lock and place my laptop down on the writing desk. I also remove Colton’s fleece, debating what to do with it, so I poke my head back out the door. “Do you want me to hang your fleece up to dry?”

      “That would be great. Thank you,” he says.

      I hang the fleece up on the coat hook, grab my keys, phone, and satchel, and lock up.

      As I pull the key out of the front door, Colton is just a few feet away, admiring the hourse. “What year was this house built? It’s incredible.”

      “Early 1900’s I believe,” I tell him, remembering he’s in house construction. I guess he’s passionate about his work.

      “I don’t live alone, here you do?”

      “No, I have a housemate. She’s also a divorcee,” I say, shaking my head. “Honestly, we could start a club.” I can’t help but laugh. It’s not funny. It’s the wrong-wiring in my head. “She’s dating someone now though; she’s on her way back to happy-land.”

      Colton is still glancing around the space when I take his hand and pull him back outside. “Come on. My house is not the spot that will make you forget about all your problems. We still have a half-mile to walk.”
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      “Wow, this is beautiful,” he says, taking in the lake’s landscape beneath the weeping trees. Lilly pads and flowers envelop the grounds around the water. It’s like a little dream. 

      “Wait right here,” I tell him. 

      I stop by the little rental booth to rent one of the rowboats. I’ve taken an interest to drifting along the water while peacefully staring up into the sky, watching the clouds pass through. It’s calming and makes me realize how small I am in the world of problems.

      “Come on over here,” I shout to him as I make my way over to the boats. 

      “I haven’t been on a boat in ages, not a rowboat, anyway. I’ll try not to tip us over,” he says, joking as he holds the boat steady for me to climb inside. “You’re spontaneous, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am. It’s the best way to forget about life. You can’t think backward or forward when you’re busy doing something, right?” I don’t know when I became all-knowing and skilled to help someone else overcome their battles, but it’s spilling out of me like I’m a heartbreak-healing guru. 

      “I insist on paddling at least,” Colton says. 

      “Well, I won’t argue.” 

      We’re silent for the first few minutes as we take in the area’s beauty and the peacefulness surrounding us. “I feel different,” he says, stopping in a spacious area, allowing us to float freely. 

      “What do you mean?”

      Colton shrugs and smiles, peering up to the sky. “I never follow my gut, you know? Especially since my gut says things like ‘Go look for a random girl in London,’ but I think I need to follow my gut more often now.” 

      “Always follow your gut,” I tell him. 

      “Oh crap,” he says, “There are more rain clouds coming in. I’ll get us out of here.” I’m not worried about the rain. I like the rain, but I can’t speak for him. 

      Colton puts all his effort into rowing the boat as fast as he can back to the docks, but we don’t make it faster than the incoming clouds. Rain is pelting us as we pull up to the dock and Colton jumps out first to tie the boat up. “Come on. Don’t slip,” he says, grabbing my hand. He pulls me toward the overhanging tree, where we both stand, soaking wet. I laugh because life is raining on us, and it’s ironic. 

      However, without a fleece in the mix, we’re both cold this time. “Is it okay if I put my arms around you? You’re shaking.” The smile isn’t leaving my face as I press my body against his firm chest. Colton wraps his arms around me, and I have never felt warmer in a rainstorm and more cared for by a stranger in my life. It’s perfect. It might be crazy and wild, but it’s perfect. 

      “I feel like I’ve known you forever. It’s weird,” he says. “It’s like the only thing I didn’t know about you was the way you look, and I imaged caring, big eyes, and a perky smile. I had that part down.”

      “The world has a weird way of teaching us lessons, huh?” I offer as an insight to why this might be happening, but it still makes little sense. The rain becomes heavier and strong enough to break through the leaf-covered branches overhead. “We’re both going to pull out of this storm, you know. We’re both going to dry off and be okay.”

      Colton is staring into my eyes, and my stomach tightens. My heart pounds, and the chills are ferocious. “I need you in my life. I need your words and inspiration. I’m sorry if this is absurd and abnormal, but I need to be around you.”

      Since life doesn’t make sense to me anymore, and I’m done living by the rules, I press up on my toes, loop my arms around Colton’s neck and crash my lips into his. I have no options left but to let life take me on its ride. I’m not ready to throw my cards onto the table, but I’m all in. 

      Colton wraps his arms around me so tightly, it should scare me. Instead, I find an immense amount of relief from being within his embrace. His chest is against mine, and his heart is pounding so hard I can feel it inside of my chest. Rain continues to wash over us, and I don’t know if the universe is trying to send us a message, but when our lips part, so do the clouds, wrapping us with the sun’s rays, warming us from the rain. 

      “Sometimes, life will make us jump through hoops to end up where we’re meant to be,” I tell Colton. 

      “If that’s the case, I’m meant to be here with you.”

      I trace the tip of my thumb along his cheek, dabbing up a raindrop. “Then be here with me, and we’ll see where life takes us next.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          A Year Later

        

      

    

    
      “One cappuccino for you, and one Americano for me,” Colton says, placing my coffee down on the bistro table, where we met one year ago today.

      “I love our Saturday morning dates,” I tell him. 

      “I love them more.” 

      Colton threw everything up into the air and played a little roulette like I did. He’s gotten himself a construction job and moved into my little house that Suzette left vacant three months ago to move in with her boyfriend. Colton was renting a flat for the first nine months so we could leave our first kiss to be the only thing we rushed. It turns out, we both rushed our first marriages and decided we needed time to date and fall in love, and take things one amazing day at a time. 

      “Are we having dinner with Suzette’s family tomorrow night?” Colton asks. He’s become a sucker for Mary’s cooking and Harry’s war stories that led him to become an artist. Everything just fits. It fits so well, I sometimes thank the Universe for breaking me so hard that I would know what’s real when it comes around. 

      “Of course. I heard Mary is making duck just for you.” 

      Colton places his hands on his chest and throws his head back. “Life is good. I’ll tell you, you are one smart woman for running away two years ago.” 

      “It was the best move I’ve ever made.”

      Colton taps his coffee cup against mine. “Cheers to that.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot.” I pull a small note out of my back pocket and hand it to Colton. 

      “I didn’t forget. I was not-so-patiently waiting,” he says, opening the note as fast as his fingers can move.

      Colton said he fell in love with my words, but I wanted him to see how good the words can be, rather than the hateful ones he first saw. 

      I write him a note every week and hand it to him over coffee. The smile that percolates on his face each Saturday never lessens, so I look forward to these small moments. 

      “I’m reading it out loud, just to make you blush,” he says. 

      

      Dear Colton,

      You came into my world a year ago when I needed you the most. I don’t know why life creates puzzles that we need to solve, but I’m grateful we could piece our messy lives together into one beautiful piece. 

      To the next year of our journey, and to the next fifty-two love letters, I will continue to fall for your handsome smile, charming personality, and love for life, just as I have for the last year. Thank you for making the leap across the pond to find a stranger who needed to be found. 

      Love,

      Rose

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      About the Author Shari J. Ryan is an International Bestselling Author of Contemporary Romance and Women’s Fiction.  She lives in Massachusetts with her husband and two young sons.  Shari started her career as a graphic artist and freelance writer, then found her passion for writing books back in 2011. She has been slaying words ever since and creating imaginary friends ever since.

      Web:

      www.sharijryan.com

      Make sure you join her Twisted Drifters Reader Group at: http://smarturl.it/ShariReaderGroup

      Sign up for my newsletter:

      http://smarturl.it/ShariSubscribe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reunion

          

        

        
          Julie A. Richman

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Rose

        

      

    

    
      “Ugh, seriously? You seriously want to go to our 10-year reunion? Please tell me this is just your whacked-out prego hormones talking.” I’d rather be crammed in a packed subway, stuck in a tunnel, on a hot, summer afternoon with some creeper rubbing up against me. That is how badly I’d like to avoid the people from my high school.

      “That is exactly why I neeeeeed you there with me, Rose. Mike has told me there’s no way he’s coming with me. He said he hated the people at his own high school, why the heck would he subject himself to mine. You can’t let me go five months pregnant without a husband there. C’mon, you were always my wing-girl. People will expect to see us together.”

      “Mikey doesn’t even want to see me?” I try to change the subject.

      “You, he loves. But, it ends there. Please come. I really don’t want to see Josh when I’m six months pregnant.”

      Ah, and there it is, you always want to look your best when you come face-to-face with your past. And Des’s past was now a hot-shot tech CEO with an even hotter size zero wife who enters every room in tow of her very perky boob job.

      “He probably won’t even be there.” I blow it off, while checking an email status on my laptop.

      “I checked with Gina on the reunion committee and he’s coming. Plus one.” The strife in her voice is evident.

      “It’s plus two in his case.” I laugh, thinking about his wife’s ridiculous store-bought rack. “So, you want me to be your plus one?”

      “Yes. I never get to see you now that you live three thousand miles away.” Pausing, she adds, “C’mon, you know we’ll have the best time.”

      “I’m with Mikey. I didn’t like them all back then.”

      “You are full of shit, Rosie. Tell me you’ll buy a plane ticket.”

      “I’ll buy a plane ticket.” I pull the phone from ear as she squeals.

      “You are the best friend in the entire universe. Now I just need to find something to wear that doesn’t make me look like a frump.”

      “You’ll be gorgeous and glowing,” I assure her. “I need to head to a meeting now. Give Mikey a hug for me.”

      “I will. Go buy your plane ticket.” The demanding tone in her voice tells me she’s not kidding.

      Hanging up, I just shake my head. How the hell did I get roped into that? That girl has gotten me into more trouble in my life than I can even remember.

      But going home again. I’m not quite sure how I feel about that.
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      Picking up the phone again as soon as Rose and I hang up. “She’s coming.”

      “Seriously? You are a master, Des. How’d you convince her?”

      “I told her I couldn’t see Josh alone looking like a preggo whale.”

      His chuckle is warm. “Is the Tech-Meister gracing us with his presence?”

      “I have no clue, but I knew she wouldn’t let me down at being my wing-girl.” I am definitely feeling quite proud of myself. But if you don’t know how to manipulate the heck out of your oldest friend, then don’t bother calling yourself a BFF.

      “Good job, lady.”

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” I offer.

      “I should be able to take it from here. You’re the best, Des.”

      “You owe me,” I kid.

      “I’ll think of something.”

      

      The Reunion

      

      Rose

      

      The sea air smells different on the east coast than it does on the west coast. I think the humidity traps it and makes it heavier, more intense, fishier smelling. It’s kind of gross, but yet familiar and comforting. And with that acrid odor comes memories. But those don’t feel quite as soothing.

      “When you get back from Thailand, we should take some time and travel.” I was trying my damnedest to stay upbeat, even though Connor would be gone for a year and I’d be bogged down in studies in my first year of graduate school.

      “Not too much time,” he countered.

      “Why is that”

      “Because we don’t want to be old parents.” He was dead serious.

      “Oh, so we’re having babies together?” I sputter my wine, starting to laugh.

      “At least three.” He takes a sip from his wine before delivering his driving thought. “And we want to be young, hot parents.”

      The next day I said goodbye to the guy I’d dated from senior year in high school all through college, when together we attended the same school in Michigan.

      His sporadic emails that year he was in Thailand kept me alive, regaling me with tales of adventures up-country to Chiang Mai and into Laos to write about the L-Pop music scene for the media site where he was doing his internship.

      I’m heading off on assignment, he wrote in an email when he’d been gone for over eleven long, lonely months. But I’ll be home soon and finally we’ll be in the same place. It’ll be really fun to start a life together in New York. We really haven’t been in the northeast together since high school. This is going to be amazing.

      And then all went silent, but that in itself was not odd based on his travels.

      It was an email a little over a month later from my old roommate, Maddie, saying it must be so great having Connor back home again, that caught me off guard. I’d replied telling her that he wasn’t back yet. Her response was even odder when she said she’d heard he was back. But when pressed, she would never tell me from whom she’d heard that story.

      At first, I thought it was a mistake. I’d certainly know if Connor was back. Heck, I’d be the person picking him up at the airport, or at the very least, there with his parents.

      When are you coming home? I’ll come get you at the airport. I’d emailed several hours after first hearing from Maddie. There was no response, but also no reason to panic,  knowing Connor’s travels might have taken him to a place with limited accessibility to communications, and most certainly, no wi-fi signal.

      I checked my phone and my email incessantly. And obsessively. Over the next few days, I sent several more messages telling him that I missed him and couldn’t wait for him to get home.

      But, still, there was no response.

      When a week had passed, I called his parents and got his mom on the phone. There was dead silence on the other end when I asked when Connor was coming home.

      His mother finally responded, “He’s been home for some time, dear.”

      Again, there was silence, but this time it was because I’d had the wind knocked out of me, and the pain that was making my chest feel like it had collapsed, had slapped my voice clear out of my vocal cords. Her words had been beyond a stinging blow.

      “Is he there?” I struggled to keep the emotion out of my voice.

      Again, she paused before answering. “No. He’s gone away for the weekend. He went to Biloxi.”

      Biloxi? Biloxi, Mississippi? Not exactly your normal weekend getaway spot.

      Piper lived in Biloxi.

      Piper, who had been all over him our senior year in college. Everywhere I turned Piper Raines was there. She switched classes the first week of both fall and spring semesters to make sure she could be in classes with Connor. She begged him to tutor her. She touched him constantly. The girl was barely civil to me and often spoke as if were not even in the room with them.

      Piper Raines was a woman who had no female friends. If you asked another woman about Piper, the invariable description would always be either ‘nasty bitch’ or ‘black heart’.

      And yes, Piper lived in Biloxi, Mississippi.

      As if that wasn’t enough of a shock, his mother’s next sentence was the killing blow. “I know he’s in the process of getting a new cell phone, but the apartment he’s living in actually has a landline. Let me give you the number.”

      Quickly, I scratched out the digits, my hands shaking, I wasn’t sure if that was from anger or pain.

      He’s been home long enough to get an apartment and plan a weekend to go see Piper. Unfuckingbelievable.

      I wondered how the hell Maddie knew he was back, and I didn’t. But more importantly, how could he come back to the States and not tell me, not let me know he was home? Anger eclipsed hurt that he wasn’t man enough to let me know, that he didn’t have the balls to properly break up with me because he was now involved with Piper.

      The pain was too much to process. The betrayal and lack of closure became a disease that I let molest my self-worth and denigrate my self-confidence for way too long. He ghosted me, and yet somehow, I was the one that became less than. That was until one morning, when I woke up and sat up in bed, and, for the first time, it all seemed so clear.

      It wasn’t me. I had not done a damn thing wrong. He was the asshole for the way he’d handled, or not handled, things.

      And with that realization, I could finally let go of the hurt, self-doubt, and most of all, the anger. My balance was back, and the universe had actually already delivered karma —ahead of schedule. There was nothing worse I could have wished upon him than Piper Raine. He got exactly what he deserved.

      Thank you, Universe.

      A year later, I moved to Los Angeles and began a new life. Letting down my guard and finding the right one that I felt I could just be myself with, was another story. My dating luck had been spotty at best.

      “You’re so pretty and smart, why don’t you have a boyfriend?” was the question I was asked way too often for my liking. It was also a question to which I did not have an answer.

      And now, standing on the balcony of my hotel room, all dressed for my high school reunion, my spirit is drowning in the flood of emotion, as the scent on the breeze unveils itself as a haunting apparition. I can feel an unease and I’m not sure why. No one has heard from Connor in years. The last gossip I’d gotten was that he and Piper were living together somewhere down south.

      And while Des sold me on the fact that she needed a wing-woman for when she ran into Josh for the first time, it hadn’t crossed my mind that I might need my own reinforcements if my ex made an appearance. I had not even considered Connor showing up for this and I’m pretty certain Des would have mentioned it when she checked with Gina and found out that Josh and his plus one were attending.

      Yet, somehow the heavy scent lingering in the wake of the rushing tide brings back memories, and with them, both hurt and fear.

      My last thought as I flip off the light switch and leave my hotel room to meet Des downstairs is, it really smells fishy tonight.
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      “I’m hating you right now because you’re like a size two.” I feel like a freaking beached whale, and even head-to-toe black is not going to hide this totally fucked up place I am in my pregnancy. It kind of looks like I might or might not be pregnant, and I definitely look chubby.

      “I’m a size six, not a two.” Rose rolls her eyes at me as we walk the long hall toward the ballroom.

      “Rosie! Des!” Kathleen Donahue comes running down the long hall toward us, her bright red hair flailing behind her, making her look like a human torch.

      She hugs me tight and then her hand goes right to my belly and I fear she is the first of a million times I will be palmed tonight. “Well, look at you.”

      Yeah, look at me. I’m a whale dressed like I’m going to a funeral.

      “Rose, I was so excited when I heard you were coming in for this.” Rose looks like she seriously needs alcohol and for one nanosecond I hate my BFF. She’s skinny and she can drink.

      “Are Josh and Two-Tits here yet?” I feel my girth growing by the second. My penance for lying to Rose about him coming was that the very next day he sent in his RSVP.

      Kathleen shakes her head. “No, but,” her voice drops to a whisper, “Connor Powell is here.”

      “There’s a simultaneous scream of, “What?” from both me and Rose.

      Rose’s fingers are digging into my forearm. “Did you know?”

      “Do you think I’d keep that from you?”

      “Apparently, he just contacted Gina on Thursday night and said he was in town and wondered if tickets were still available.” She’s still whispering.

      “And he’s here?” Rose is on the border of hyperventilation.

      Kathleen nods, her big blue eyes wide, not blinking.

      “How does he look?” I ask, and turning to Rose before Kathleen answers, conjecture, “Maybe he’s bald.”

      “He looks good.” Kathleen disappoints me. “Really good.”

      “Can we leave now?” Rose is dead serious and the death grip she’s got on my arm is causing my fingers to go numb.

      “You look really good, too. C’mon, get it over with. He had to know he might run into you here and that he’d definitely run into me. And I don’t think he wants to be running into me because he knows I’ll tell him exactly what I think of him and I’m nowhere as nice as you, Rose.”

      “She’s right, Rose. You have a lot of back-up here. And she’s definitely not as nice as you.” Kathleen ribs me. “We have over two hundred people coming and we’ve got you covered.”

      I can feel Rose pulling my arm, as if she’s trying to bolt in the opposite direction. “Rosie, stop!” She hates being called Rosie and glares at me. “You look great. You live in Los Angeles. You have a phenomenal job. You are doing really well. You’ve moved on. And that is the best revenge, letting him see you living your best life without him.”

      “I hate you right now, you know that.”

      I laugh at my best friend. “Yeah, well, you’ll get over it. C’mon, let’s go in.” Successfully, I maneuver her over to the line and strike up a conversation with two guys behind us. “Who are you? Did we know you?” With a graduating class of over a thousand students, our high school had a bigger enrollment than some colleges. “This is Rose. She’s single. Are either of you single?”

      “And this is Des. She’s single, too.” Rose chimes in and with a wicked smile on her face, asks, “So, who knocked you up again?”

      “Bitch.” I whack her in the arm.

      “You two are funny. What middle school did you go to?” Three middle schools fed into our high school, and while we knew the people we were with from sixth grade through twelve, unless you were in a class with people from the other schools, you might not have known them.

      “We went to Candle Creek,” Rose answers one of the guys who is not bad looking and wears no wedding ring. “How about you?”

      “We went to South Hills.” Their school was the far side of the district and they were a cliquey bunch.

      Entering the check in, I take a quick scan of the name tags still on the table “Kathleen was wrong. Looks like Josh and Two-Tits have already checked in. How the hell did she miss her?”

      “This is going to be a very long night.” Turning from the table, Rose starts a beeline for the bar.

      “Hey, wait for me,” I call after her, waddling a bit slower these days.

      “What kind of white wine do you have?” Rose sounds desperate as she asks the bartender.

      “Chardonnay, Pinot Grigio, and a Sauvignon Blanc.”

      “I’ll take a glass of the Pinot. What are you drinking, Des?”

      “Cranberry juice. Here, why don’t you take my drink tickets.”

      Snatching them from me, she barks, “Good, because I’m going to need them.”

      As we turn from the bar, there he is, regaling a group of hangers on, the tech king and his insignificant other.

      “Oh, Jesus,” I lament.

      “Let’s get this over with,” my wing-woman suggests. “Then you can enjoy the rest of your night.”

      He sees us as we near, like he can smell my pregnancy hormones or something, but the moment my eyes meet his, my nerves are gone. This boy knew me better than anyone, besides Rose, that is, and the memories of what we shared are perfect. For memories.

      “Look at you.” He stops talking to his admirers and begins to approach me. “You look… radiant.” He pulls me in for an embrace, both familiar and strange. As we part, his hand goes right to my swollen belly, that thing people think is totally fine to do to pregnant women, and it is anything but fine.

      Swatting his hand away, I snarl at him, “Don’t corrupt my child.”

      “I corrupted his mama.” His smile is knowing, and in this moment, all I feel for him is love. None of the crap that broke us up matters any longer. It dissipated the moment his smile reached his eyes. And with a clarity I can only imagine is fueled by my raging hormones, I realize something that has eluded me until this very moment, he is not history. He is my history, an inextricable ingredient in the formulation of my life, a life that I will now share with this child.

      “She was born corrupted.” I know Rose’s eyes are rolling without even looking at her.

      “Rosalita,” he addresses Rose with a nickname he gave her in ninth grade, giving her a hug.

      “You remember my wife, Amber.” Two-Tits is now clinging to him.

      “You’ve gained…” she responds and all I can think is, she really can’t be this stupid and rude, can she?

      “It’s called approaching your third trimester,” Rose corrects her. Wing-woman on the move!

      “Oh you’re…”

      “Positively radiant.” He husband completes her sentence, reaffirming his initial comment. “Is your husband here?”

      “He hates these things.” I shrug.

      “He’s a fool to let you out of his sight.” His eye contact is beyond intense. What the hell, Josh?

      “Sometimes men are foolish.”  Yeah, I’m looking at you, mister.

      He laughs. “Yeah, we think with our dicks. And…” He doesn’t complete his thought.

      “Regret it later,” Wing-woman says in little more than a whisper, but we’ve all clearly heard her.

      There’s nothing finer in life than a best friend, except maybe a group of hangers on who show up when you need them most.

      “Josh, so glad you could make it. I totally love your new mobile money app.” I hear someone say, but he doesn’t look at their faces because his gaze is still steadfastly holding mine.

      There’s a sense of validation and calm that’s come with this exchange and I know all our interactions forever more will be filled with laughs and warm feelings when we conjure the memories only we two share.
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      One down, one to go, I head to the bar for my second glass of Pinot, leaving Des deep in conversation with three other pregnant women. This single chick does not care about who has great prices on cribs, under any circumstance, and this one in particular, my first encounter with him. I wish Connor would show himself already so that I can finally get it over and done with, live through it, and say to myself, look, you survived.

      I spy a set of glass doors at the far end of the room and wonder if it leads to a terrace or some kind of outdoor space to hang out. I need to be out of this room badly. Even if it smells like dead fish out there. Stopping for several quick hellos and hugs from people I have not seen in years, I quickly extricate myself with one goal in mind, fresh air and okay, maybe a second goal, knocking off this second full glass of wine. As I push the door open, I’m greeted by the fetid smelling, humid air, but even the gross fishy odor is a relief from being a captive of my own anxiety in a crowded room. The terrace on the other side of the door is immense, with large, irregularly cut slate flooring, bordered by waist-high, light-colored, rough stone walls. At the far end are two couples talking, but the rest of the space is totally empty. I walk toward a shadowed area, as far away from the couples as I possibly can get.

      Leaning up against the stone, I sip my wine and take in the moon’s extremely bright halo. It was nice to see Josh looking happy to see a pregnant Des. Whatever bad blood that had trailed between them seemed to dissipate almost immediately, and I could feel the warmth from both their hearts, leaving behind a treasure chest filled with great memories.

      I don’t expect the same positive closure tonight with Connor. Ghosting me after over six years together takes a special kind of creep. The lack of respect, hell, the lack of balls, as he was not even man enough to tell me it was over. Who does that?

      And now, I just want to run into him and get it over with. Seeing him, and all the emotional baggage that brings, has got my stomach in knots and my stress level as high as that moon is in the sky.

      “Quite a moon dog.” I’m snapped out of my reverie by a voice I haven’t heard, not even in my own head, for a very long time.

      “I was just admiring it.” I can’t remember the last time someone called a lunar halo a moon dog, at least, not since we were kids. “Guess you’re back from Thailand, huh?” I continue to stare at the moon because I can’t bring myself to look at him yet.

      When he doesn’t answer, I cave as the nervous need to fill the silence becomes the victor. “I always wondered if our paths crossed again if I would have a Marion Ravenwood reaction, you know, when she sees Indiana Jones for the first time again and decks him.”

      “You want to punch me?” he asks.

      I turn and gaze at him for the first time, his profile illuminated in the moonlight. He looks good, much to my chagrin. I wanted him to be bald… and bloated.

      “No, you’re not worth it.” I shrug.

      Turning to face me, I watch as he takes me in, and I hope my hair isn’t doing funky things in the dank night air. I look fabulous, I tell myself, delivering a jolt of confidence boost to an ego I once let this man destroy.

      No more. I took that power back. It’s mine now. And you don’t get it again.

      “I deserve that.”

      “Actually, you don’t deserve anything.” My words come out harsher than I’m feeling, which surprisingly is now bordering on numb.

      “You’re right. I was a shitty boyfriend. I shouldn’t have done to you what I did.”

      Taking a sip of my wine, I can feel my eyes rolling as if they have a mind of their own. “A few years down the road here, and I’m glad you did what you did, and that I didn’t waste any more of my life on you.”

      “I wouldn’t call what we had a waste, Rose.”

      “Oh no? What would you call it?” Crap, I’m at the bottom of my wine glass.

      “It was good. You were my first love.” He smiles at me.

      “Nice way to treat people you love.” I take a non-existent sip from my now empty drink. “So, what was it? You just didn’t have the balls to tell me that you were involved with her.”

      Shrugging, he looks back up at the moon, its light reflecting off the strands of his perfectly cut light-brown hair. “Something like that. I knew you disliked her, and you’d go off on me.”

      “So, you just wussed out.” It wasn’t a question. It was the answer. “Well, you know what, you both got what you deserved, and I know what I deserve, and it’s a man who respects me and has the maturity to communicate, even when times get tough.” Good riddance!

      I’m immediately distracted, glancing over Connor’s shoulder at the guy approaching us in this isolated corner of the terrace. He’s big, 6’2”, 6’3” tall and built, in dark, skinny jeans and a black V-neck shirt, he’s much more casually dressed than the other men here.

      As he nears, I recognize him and can’t help but smile.

      By far, the most successful graduate of our class was something of a derelict all through high school. He wasn’t very interested in attending class, maybe the one exception, was art class. This guy could draw and when he sporadically showed up, he was always engrossed in whatever it was he was sketching. He sat behind me in 10th grade geometry and made me more than a little uncomfortable.

      With each step, I can see his smile grow wider and it is magnificent. As he reaches us, he extends his arm, tipping a wine glass toward me to take.

      “Sorry, babe. They were all out of the Pinot, so I got you the Sauvignon Blanc. I know you enjoy that more than Chardonnay.”

      Taking the glass from him, I smile. “Thank you.” How the heck does he know what wine I like and what on God’s great Earth is going on?

      Parking himself against the stone wall next to me, he casually slings an arm over my shoulder and looks at Connor. “ I remember you, man.”

      “Yeah, umm, Connor Powell. I’m a big fan.”

      “Oh thanks, I appreciate that.” He plants a soft kiss on the side of my head and pulls my body so that I am leaning fully against him, and it feels damn nice. A little disconcerting, but damn nice. His scent is some kind of clean man soap and I really want to sniff him.

      “So, where are you living these days, Connor? Are you still here in Jersey?”

      “No. No, I’m in Atlanta these days.”

      He’s looking at me for a reaction, but before I can speak, I’m preempted with, “Hotlanta. Good town… good town. We’re out in LA,” he informs Connor.

      “Yeah, I figured you would be, with the TV industry and all.” Connor is practically stammering. “I didn’t realize you were out there as well, Rose.”

      My wine glass is to my mouth and I’m halfway into a sip, so I just nod.

      “Yeah, we love it there. This one needs to be near the ocean.” He’s referring to me. “But I’m sure you remember that.” Whoa, good zing.

      “Yeah. I do remember that.”

      “How’s Piper?” I finally find my voice again.

      Connor shakes his head. “We’re not together anymore.”

      Shocker! “Oh, what a shame.” I smile at him. And then I just can’t help myself. “Was she worth it?”

      He pauses and his stare does not feel friendly. “We had some good times.”

      “Well, good for you.” He just looks at me and emboldened by wine and a very handsome, famous, and successful faux boyfriend, who has now begun to play with my hair, which is really hot and I am dying, I add, “The grass always seems greener, but you really gotta watch out for crab grass, that crap grows everywhere.”

      Connor and I just stare at one another. This was clearly not the first encounter either one of us expected.

      Nodding his head, he steps forward and gives me a kiss on the cheek and extends a hand to my companion. “I’m going to go find myself a drink.”

      I watch him as he moves away from us, crossing the length of the slate terrace.

      What the hell just happened?

      When he’s finally inside the ballroom, I turn to my companion. My look is questioning, my smile wide.

      “Rosie-blowsy, do you even know who I am?” His smile is wolfish. Damn, he is handsome. His hair appears almost black, shining in the moonlight.

      “The asshole who sat behind me in geometry.”

      “ Good memory.” He looks seemingly happy that he made an impression on me.

      “You tortured me.” What I’m not telling him is that beyond him calling me Rosie-Blowsy and drawing neon colored logos that said, Rose Blows, he tortured me when I was falling asleep at night. He was my dirty boy fantasy. He was hot even back then, but he was also a total derelict and I was an A-student and our social circles were not overlapping on the same Venn diagram.

      “My social skills with the opposite sex were not very well developed in tenth grade.”

      “Well, that never stopped you from having a girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know how that happened. But I wasn’t doing a lot of talking to them.”

      “Lucky you.” I guess he was having a lot of sex while I was studying.

      “No. Not lucky me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I couldn’t talk to you.”

      “Talk to me? You freaking called me Rosie-Blowsy.”

      “Yeah, I was kind of an idiot, huh.”

      I nod. This handsome idiot who still has his arm around me is none other than that creator of the hottest animated show on TV about a group of high school misfits, aptly entitled Misfits. The merchandising alone has got to be millions, I muse. No one ever, in a gazillion years, would have ever guessed that he would be the Most Likely to Succeed in our high school class. No one actually thought he’d graduate.

      “Let’s take it from the top.” He smiles at me. “Hello, Rose.”

      “Hello, Danny.”

      “It’s good to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too.”

      “I was hoping you’d be here.”

      “Me?” I wasn’t exactly someone who hung out with him.

      “Yeah, you.”

      “But we weren’t…”

      “Friends? No, we weren’t. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t like you.”

      “You liked me because I let you cheat off me that one time.”

      “Oh, yeah, definitely, that was a perk. Why’d you let me? You didn’t seem like the kind of kid who would.”

      “You were cute and funny.” I shrug, feeling a little uncomfortable with my admission.

      “You liked me.” His smile isn’t smug, there’s a hint of surprise.

      “For a derelict, yeah.” I’m going to make him work for it.

      “You liked me.” He appears satisfied with the knowledge.

      “Is that a surprise?” If I had balls or a few more glasses of wine in me, I might admit to him that I fantasized about him kissing me and touching me and that a very vivid dream one night made it impossible for me to even look at him in class for the next two days.

      “It definitely is.”

      I just smile. I’m not quite sure what to say. “So, Danny, what was that all about?”

      “Well, I saw you were out here and that you were holding a glass of white wine, I thought I’d grab you a refill and come and say hi. By the time I got out here, he was here talking to you and I could tell by your body language, the way your arms were crossed over your chest, and the look on your face, that you were really uncomfortable.” He pauses and takes a sip of his drink. “And I never liked him anyway.”

      “What? You didn’t like Connor? I didn’t even know you knew him.”

      “Since second grade, actually.”

      “Really?” I’m surprised. Coming from a different elementary and middle school than Connor, I had no idea that he and Danny even knew one another.

      “He was a whiny little ass even back then.”

      “But why did you pretend to be my boyfriend just now? To fuck with him?” My 10th grade fantasy guy just used me for schoolyard vengeance against his grammar school foe.

      “I guess, in part.” He’s clearly amused as he takes a sip of his drink.

      “What’s the other part?”

      “I told you, I was on my way out here to see you and bring you a drink.”

      “A much-needed drink.” I laugh. “Thank you, Danny.”

      “You’re welcome. So, I saw on the attendee list that you were living in LA. I wish I would’ve known that. We could have flown in together.”

      “Yeah, except I’d be sitting back in coach.”

      “Not if you were traveling with me you wouldn’t.” He gives my shoulder a squeeze.

      “I’m proud of you, Danny. You always loved to draw, and you not only pursued it, you developed something that people can really relate to.”

      Taking another sip of his drink, he looks me in the eyes. “Most everyone has felt like a misfit at some point in their lives, Rose. High school was particularly bad for me.”

      “You were so popular. All the girls loved you and all the guys wanted to be you. I was the one who was a misfit, Danny. I didn’t have my first boyfriend until senior year. I had Des and a small group of friends, but I was kind of a geek.”

      “A really cute geek,” he mutters. “Rose, you weren’t a misfit. Everyone always knew you’d go to college, do well, make something of yourself.”

      We were two ends of a spectrum back then, me and Danny, and yet we both felt like outsiders, both wondering if  or where we’d ever fit in.

      “Maybe everyone feels like a misfit between the ages of fifteen and eighteen.” I conjecture, suddenly feeling not so different than him.

      “And that, my friend, is exactly what Misfits is all about. No one fits in anywhere. We’re a bag of self-doubting, raging hormones doing shit that can kill us and we’re just plain lucky when it doesn’t.” He pauses for a moment. Looking up at the night sky, he asks, “Do you ever watch the show?”

      “Not all the time, but I have seen it a few times. It’s wickedly funny.” I’m so glad I’ve seen it, or I would be totally embarrassed right now. A high school classmate has the number one primetime animated TV show, I should be watching every episode. Especially since I knew him and had a secret crush on him.

      Looking back down at me, it appears he wants to say something and stops himself.

      “What?” I ask. What would he reconsider saying to me?

      “You know the character on the show named Lily?”

      “The orange-haired one?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. Your hair is kind of orange.”

      “ It is not, it’s auburn, not orange.”

      “Looks orange to me,” he teases. “Did you ever notice the necklace Lily always wears?”

      I shake my head. Usually while watching Misfits I’m laughing too hysterically at the biting dialogue and crazy antics to notice the little details.

      “Well, the idea of Lily wearing a necklace with a lily on it, came from here.” Reaching into the front pocket of his black jeans, he pulls out his fisted hand and then takes my hand and delivers something into my palm.

      When he takes his hand away, I see an object glinting in the moon’s light, the jolt to my heart is so piercing, I can’t speak.

      “It was me, Rose. And I’m sorry. I wasn’t sorry at the time. It was a part of you and that’s what I wanted. It’s just… I had this special thing of yours. The thinking of a sixteen-year-old derelict. It was wrong. Very, very wrong to take it. And I’m sorry.”

      Looking up from my hand, my eyes meet his. I’m angry, until I see the look on his face. “You were the one who broke into my locker?”

      Nodding, he confesses. “Yeah. It was me.”

      “But why, Danny?” I try and search his eyes in the darkness.

      “I didn’t go there to steal your necklace, Rose. I just wanted to go through your stuff. See if you had any guys’ names written in your notebooks or anything. I was just going to tease you about it. But when I went in there, your necklace was there. And I saw it on you every day. The minute I touched it, I felt connected to you. So, I just pocketed it.”

      “My grandfather gave this to me.” Looking back down at my hand, the delicate rose with the garnet at the center feels like a treasure, it’s as if a long-lost piece of my heart had been returned to me. Finally.

      “I’m sorry about that. At the time I had no concept that what I was doing would feel like such a loss to you. All I could think was, I had this thing of yours.”

      “Danny…” I’m not sure what to say. My emotions are swirling and running the gamut, from anger to joy at having my special necklace back after all these years, to disbelief that he would do this, and his reason for doing it.

      “Here, let me put it on you.” He extends a hand and I place the necklace on his palm.

      Turning to face him, I lift my hair as he bends down to fasten the clasp.

      Straightening up, he whispers in my ear, “Your ex is on his way back. Do you want me to leave?”

      “No. Don’t leave. We’re not done here yet. And I’d rather not talk to him.”

      “Well, I can help you with that.” His smile is intoxicating, and his eyes are a panoply of sorrow and remorse as he bends his head down and tips my chin up. His lips on mine are soft at first and I reach up to wind my arms around his neck. Opening my mouth, I desperately need to deepen this kiss. Feeling his hands slide down my back, I stiffen slightly before he’s publicly grabbing my ass in front of my ex and whoever else is out on the terrace, forever the good girl not ready to be slut shamed. But in another locale, I might take his hands and place them there. As if reading me, his hands slide out to the curves right below my waist and rest there. As he subtly pulls my body to him, I let my arms slide to his waist.

      “You stole my necklace,” I say as if it is an epiphany.

      “And now I get to give it back to you.”

      That’s not all I want to get you to give to me.

      “You liked me?” I parrot his sentiment from earlier.

      “Majorly fantasized about you.”

      “No way.”

      He laughs. “Way.”

      And his lips are on mine again, where there’s no coherent thought pattern as my brain has switched to tactile mode. I feel his tongue gently seducing mine and the heat from his body radiating through his jeans.

      Okay, so I really might be ready to be slut shamed here.

      Behind me someone clears their throat and I remember Connor had walked out onto the terrace, a thought Danny had made me lose very quickly.

      “I’d like to borrow Rose for a few minutes.”

      Breaking our kiss, I nod to Danny, indicating it’s okay.

      “I’ll go grab us some fresh drinks,” he offers, giving my shoulder a squeeze as he passes. I notice he doesn’t acknowledge Connor.

      When Danny’s out of earshot, Connor asks, “Is he the reason you moved to LA?”

      Shaking my head, I realize I’ve taken on that very defensive stance again with my arms crossed and reach to the stone wall to retrieve my almost empty wine glass.

      “You know, I hoped I was going to come back here tonight, see you, and find that you still felt for me what you used to feel.”

      Unlike before, this time I’m keeping my mouth shut. Let him stay on the hot seat.

      “I knew you might not be happy with me, but I just kept thinking that maybe you’d remember enough of all the great times we shared to be open to exploring where we are now in our lives and seeing if somehow there could still be a fit.”

      It’s killing me, but I keep my mouth shut and stare him down.

      “I guess I’m too late.” He shrugs.

      This dam is about to burst and keeping my mouth shut has never been one of my greatest strengths. “Trusting you, ever again, is just not in the cards. What you did to me was cruel and disrespectful. You showed me who you were, and I have no desire to be with a man that treats me that way.”

      Looking down at his feet, he shakes his head. “I made a mistake.”

      “You certainly did,” I concur. C’mon Danny, get your handsome butt back here.

      And just like that I see the door to the terrace swing open and he’s filling the door frame, a glass in each hand. “I wish you no ill, Connor, but I am not interested in being involved with you and that is not going to change. I deserve more. I deserve better. And I am not ever going to settle for anything less.”

      Holding out a glass to me, it’s definitely not wine that Danny is handing me this time. “I thought it was time for a little after dinner drink, even though we haven’t eaten dinner yet.”

      “What did you bring me?” I ask, smiling at him, as I bring the glass to my nose to capture the aroma.

      “Amaretto.”

      “Yum.”

      He leans up on the wall next to me, his body possessively close. The now familiar clean scent of his soap is comforting, and I find myself leaning into him, perpetuating the charade.

      “When are you heading back to California?” Connor asks us and I’m shocked he’s sticking around to make small talk.

      “Monday…” I begin to say.

      “Why don’t we fly back tonight?” Danny looks at me like he’s ready to go.

      “Can you get a flight at this hour?” Connor seems surprised and I’m even more surprised.

      “Don’t need a flight. I’ve got the plane.” He sips his drink.

      I can see that hit Connor like a sucker punch. How do you compete with that?

      I wonder if Danny really has a plane or if he just said that to mess with my ex. Is it real or merely a testosterone power play? I don’t know him well enough to tell.

      “Okay, well, then, have a good trip back, whenever you leave.” Focusing his eyes on me, it appears he’s about to say goodbye, and is distracted. “Is that the necklace you lost way back when?”

      “It is.” My fingers immediate go to the dangling gold rose.

      “I see you found it.”

      “Actually, it found me.” I’m not surprised this time when Danny’s arm goes around my shoulders.

      And with that visual cue, Connor bids us goodbye, making a hasty retreat across the slate flagstones.

      Putting his drink down, Danny turns to me and lifts me up, seating me on the waist-high wall. Taking my knees, he pushes them apart, making space for himself to stand in-between.

      “Before the last interruption, I had just admitted to you that I used to fantasize about you.”

      “Do I need to be washing this?” I touch my necklace.

      “I already did.” His smile tells me he’s teasing me.

      “Well, I kinda used to fantasize about you, too.” I know my face is bright red. I can feel the heat. “But you always had a girlfriend,” I quickly add.

      “So, will you see me out in LA?”

      “Maybe I already have a boyfriend there,” my response is coy.

      “Maybe I can make you forget him.” Tipping my chin back, he leans down for another kiss. When our lips break, he adds the surprising statement, “I want to make you breakfast.”

      “Are you staying here at the hotel?”

      He nods and I begin to laugh.

      “So, what are you planning on doing? Knocking the omelet guy off his station at the breakfast buffet?”

      “You were always a wise ass.” Picking up his drink, he regards me over the rim of the glass. “I can make you breakfast tomorrow morning in LA.”

      “You weren’t joking about leaving tonight?”

      Shaking his head, he elaborates, “I’ve got the production company plane at my disposal.”

      “And you want to leave?”

      “I got what I came for.” He appears very sure of himself.

      “What you came for?” Am I a what?

      “Who I came for,” he corrects himself. “Or is that whom?”

      “The former.” I’m fighting a smile.

      “Yup. You are definitely still Rosie-Blowsy.”

      “I don’t like when you call me that.” That took me over a decade to say to him.

      “Hmm… so, let’s see, what can I call you… Rose Garden, Rose Grows, Rosie Toesy, Coming Up Rosie, Second-Hand Rose.” He stops on that one.

      Second-Hand Rose? What the actual... my eyes widen at the last one, and he laughs. It’s clear he’s having a good time teasing me, but I guess that is to be expected, after all, the guy creates snarky animated characters.

      Reaching out, he cups my left cheek, slowly grazing his thumb just below my cheekbone and softly zigzagging it down my cheek. “But I think I’d rather go with Rosie Cheeks.” Swoon.

      And in a nanosecond, I’ve gone from wanting to smack the guy to wanting to have sex with him in the woods on the other side of this wall.

      “So, will you come back to LA with me, Rosie Cheeks?”

      “Seriously, Danny, we’ve known each other like ten minutes.”

      “And more than few years and way too few kisses and I’ve saved you from your…” he pauses.

      “You can say it,” I assure him. “My asshole ex.”

      “Your asshole ex who threw up on your beautiful green dress at the prom.”

      “You remember that?”

      Nodding, he adds, “Maybe I wasn’t the one who was actually the derelict.”

      “I can’t believe you remember that.”

      “I remember a lot, Rose. I remember the Adam Levine picture in your locker. And that wasn’t even the locker I broke into.” He smiles. “I remember your purple backpack and the Red Vines you used to share with me. I remember when your finger was broken playing volleyball in eleventh grade.”

      I rub my right pinky.

      “Yes, that finger.”

      “And you know what I remember most of all?” As his hand goes back to my cheek, his thumb gently resumes a slow, stroking motion and those butterflies I once felt, as I turned toward his desk to see the same handsome smile, are once again fluttering. “What I remember most is you giving me money for lunch, when I didn’t have any.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “Yeah, well, I was too embarrassed to tell anyone that my dad had lost his job. I used to hit you up to borrow money. I didn’t want anyone to know and I knew you wouldn’t judge me.”

      I’m trying hard, but I can’t recall having lent him lunch money.

      “And I never paid you back.”

      “Derelict.” I smile to hide the tears that are beginning to burn in my eyes. My heart is hurting at the thought of him not having enough money to buy a school lunch and going hungry and I’m struck with the realization that perception is often far removed from reality. While we always think someone’s life is so much better than ours, they’re more popular, they run with a cool crowd, members of the opposite sex adore them, we don’t actually know the pain they harbor or the challenges they face.

      And he remembered all these things about me. Details. Details that I don’t think even Connor could answer.

      “So, let me make you breakfast as payback. I can actually cook.” When I hesitate, he continues. “There are a lot of bedrooms in my house if you’re not interested in sleeping with me.”

      “How romantic.” My sarcasm is as heavy as the damp air surrounding us.

      “Those are words you will regret, Miss Rosie Cheeks.” He laughs. “Look, I got to give you back something that I had no right taking from you, and now I want to pay you back for being the sweetest person I knew in high school, and for taking care of me, even if you didn’t realize that is what you were doing. And if I’m really lucky,” his smile grows even wider, taking on that wolfish cast, “maybe I’ll get to live out a few of my teenaged fantasies.”

      Say yes, he mouths, but doesn’t verbalize the words.

      “Call your pilot. I need to go pack.” And hopping down from the wall, I look up at my high school crush and wrap my arms around his neck, and this time it’s me pulling him in for a kiss, making one of my teenage fantasies a reunion reality.
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      Holding hands, we enter the ballroom in search of Des so that Rose can let her know we’re leaving. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see that asswipe, Connor Powell, watching us. Whatever he did to this woman, it wasn’t good. What I saw earlier in her defensive posture, the pained look in her eyes, and her sharp words, showed me exactly how much he had hurt her.

      It’s hard to get through this room without being stopped every two seconds by people who once did not want to give me the time of day, people who thought they were too good for me, but now want to act as if we were best friends throughout our high school years. These are people who never would have pulled three dollars from their backpack to make sure I didn’t go hungry. To them, I was just a grungy derelict. That misfit. And now, they want to be able to brag to friends and colleagues that they know me, the guy who created Misfits.

      But they don’t know me at all. They never did.

      “Hey, you two.” Des smiles as we approach. “Looks like we’ve got a new prom king and queen here.”

      “John Waters already did that one. It was called Cry Baby,” I recall the film about the bad boy and the good girl, another pair of misfits living out the roles into which they were cast.

      “We’re going to head back to LA tonight.” Rose tells her best friend.

      “Want to come?” I offer. “We could pick up your husband on the way to the airport.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. Just driving in a car these days makes me nauseous. We’ll take a raincheck on that, though.”

      “You sure?” Rose asks her friend and I can see she’s a little nervous about leaving with me.

      Bending down, I whisper in her ear, “I’ll drive you home, if you want. But then you’re going to miss my famous cannoli pancakes.”

      With our hands still intertwined, she swings our arms back and forth, and smiles up at me. “You didn’t say it was going to be cannoli pancakes.”

      Leaning to her ear again, I can’t help but smile as I deliver the news. “I also didn’t tell you I like to cook nude.”

      Enjoying the surprise in her eyes almost as much as I’m relishing her laughter, she calls me, “Derelict.”

      “Yup. That’s your boy, Rosie Cheeks,” I concur, finding her lips for a kiss in front of Des and the rather surprised group gathered with her.

      As we turn to go, I lock eyes with Des. “Thank you,” I mouth the words.

      “I told you, I’d take care of it. I’m that good,” she responds, her smile smug.

      “I owe you one.” I leave her with a wink as Rose and I exit. Reunited.
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      As the show ends, there’s a huge round of applause and wolf whistles bouncing off the glass walls of our living room where members of the cast and crew are gathered to watch the season four première of Misfits. Although they have all screened it many times at the studio, there’s nothing like watching the first new episode on TV and knowing you are seeing it at the same moment as all the show’s fans.

      As the final credits roll, seeing Danny’s name on the screen and observing the reactions of staff that adore him truly makes me feel like a teenager in love. High school’s bad boy grew up to be a really good man. My man.

      My phone buzzes on the coffee table and I pick it up to find a text from Des.

      Des: OMG! We just watched the season premiere of Misfits. I love the new Des character! The new girl at the school and you can already tell she is going to be a shit-stirrer. Tell Danny his debt to me is now fully paid off (he’ll know what that means).

      Rose: LOL. I’ll let him know you said that! What a great season opener. Lots of surprises!

      Des: And Lily (his version of you as the little red-haired girl, btw) thinks she’s pregnant. Are you two announcing something?

      Rose: No. But we’re trying. Hasn’t happened yet, so I guess Danny has pregnancy on the brain and some wishful thinking.

      Sitting down next to me, Danny is looking at me with a face that says, so what did you think?

      “That was amazing. I loved it.” Showing him my phone, I tell him, “Check this out. Des loves the new girl character.”

      “Shit-stirrer.” He laughs. “No. No. No. Tell her the little red-haired girl has been done. Can’t step on Charles Schulz, the man was and will always be, the master.”

      He continues to read, breaking into a big smile as he reads about trying to get pregnant.

      “Tell her we’re now even.” He hands the phone back to me.

      “Even? You must’ve been seriously indebted to her. Having a character on a hit show named after you is no little thing.”

      What is going on between the two of them, I wonder?

      “Deeply indebted.” He raises his eyebrows as he emphasizes the word deeply.

      “Deeply, you say?”

      “Deeply,” his tone is seductive.

      I can feel the heat in my cheeks rise at the thought of this talent, handsome man, my one-time fantasy, turned forever reality, buried deep inside me.

      He laughs at my blush. “There’s my Rosie Cheeks.” Leaning forward, he plants a rough kiss on my lips, then looks around the room at our guests. “Show’s over. It’s time to get rid of these people. I’m ready to see another set of rosy cheeks.”
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      He’s going to kill me. Nope, scratch that. They are going to kill me. I slam the steering wheel of my car, knowing damn well my life as I know it has changed. Familiar sights come into view as I pull into my hometown.

      Two years away at college—the one I rode into on a full scholarship for softball. That dream is now crushed. It started going downhill when I tore my ACL on a slide into home plate. It kept on spiraling out of control the night I wasn’t in so much damn pain and Braxton and I enjoyed each other way too much. I’m a smart girl and know better, but love does some crazy shit to the brain.

      I should know by now…between my mom, dad, aunts, and uncles. I have more cousins than I can count and have witnessed more public displays of affection than anyone should ever have to bear. Yet, I’m driving home benched from the team because I’m recovering from an injury. Even worse—I’m knocked up.

      I shudder at the thought, sinking further into myself and the driver’s seat. I know I won’t be scorned. I’m pregnant, and it’s a blessing beyond words. The thing is I still feel like a kid at heart; it’s the way my dad and mom always made me feel. I’m their girl, and I’m about to disappoint the hell out of them.

      My story isn’t your ordinary one. It’s far beyond that. My daddy has always been my hero from the moment I can remember. It didn’t matter if it was tutus, mac and cheese, or sprinkles, he was by my side. He even played my childish password game. He was and will always be my person. Then Milly walked into our lives, making everything complete.

      My dad is going to go ape shit crazy. He’ll more than likely chase down Braxton five hours away before he even has a chance to make it here. Milly, my stepmom and the one I call “Mom,” might be my only saving grace. Lord knows she’ll be pissed as hell because I’m so young, but once she sees Dad losing his ever-loving mind, I know she’ll be on my side.

      This is all sorts of screwed up. I can only hope the cupboard is full of sprinkles and Mac is off the tractor long enough to save my ass. My little brother and I are like twins, even though we were born years apart. We covered up each other’s crimes with just a slight nod of the chin. Hell, he’s my best friend, and doesn’t even know the secret I’m coming home with. He’ll know it the minute he sees me. It’s always been that way since he took his first step. I swear that boy tattled on me ever since.

      The Shop passes my view and I know I’m close to home, the place where my roots are embedded in the soil. My soul soared here in hot pink boots, tutus, and cleats. I was allowed to be the person I was meant to be, with the best people supporting me.

      And before I know it, I’m pulling up the familiar lane to my home. Mom’s red Ford sits out front, shiny as can be. I swear it's more of her life source than my dad. And good hell, I’m not sure if it’s the hormones or memories, but I swear I can smell bacon. Once I kill the engine to my GMC truck, my dad appears.

      Salt and pepper dabble his temples and his hair on the top is thinning a bit, but you could never tell with his John Deere ball cap on top of his head. It only takes seconds for Mom to appear by his side. She’s always been there since the day she entered my and my dad’s lives. She loves my dad, me, and Mac like no other person can. She gave us her whole heart the moment we all collided.

      I’m home. All of my problems vanish into thin air because I’m where my roots are and my soul thrives. It may be scary when my dad gets pissed off as hell, slamming shit and cussing. Those briefest seconds of disappointment that dance in his kind and caring eyes will gut me to the core. But at the end of the day, I know his arms, warmth, and soul will love the hell out of me. I can only hope I survive it all.

      Mindlessly, I run my palms over my flat belly before climbing out of my truck. I still limp on my leg even though most of the pain has vanished. I find myself nursing the injury. Phantom pain or some shit like that. This one injury was a stepping stone down a very nasty, slippery slope. Softball was ripped from me, and even though everyone told me I’d play again I didn’t see it that way. Then I slipped up big time with Braxton, and now here I am. I know it’s not the end of the game, but my damn mind sure likes to make it feel that way.

      “My girl!” Dad creeps down the stairs, nursing his own knee. He had surgery on it about a year ago. Working from sunup to sundown has taken a toll on his body. “Never thought you’d make it here.”

      “Hey, Dad.” I throw my arms open and hope like hell he doesn’t pick on the crack in my voice.

      When the slight wrinkles at the corners of his smile dip down, I know he already knows something is off with me.
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      “Your brother will be in anytime. He’s been planting corn around the clock.” Mom sets down an ice-cold lemonade in front of me.

      The thought of a tart beverage turns my stomach, but my sandpaper dry throat begs to differ. I take a long gulp, capturing an ice cube in my mouth and letting it melt away. Dad starts in, asking about my grades for the semester then bending down to look at my knee. It seems to pass his approval as he stands up, scrubbing his face and tilting his hat sideways on his head.

      “Damn. I knew my girl would kill the schoolwork, and your knee looks damn good. Everything else okay?”

      Shit, he knows. Dad always had a damn sense when something was off. Didn’t matter if I tucked a piece of bubblegum in my pocket or snuck out in high school. I gulp down my fear, not wanting to lie to my dad, but still answer the best I can without revealing the complete truth.

      I grab his hand. The once young and smooth-skinned is now weathered, but it always grounds me. “I’ll be just fine, Dad, just fine.”

      That’s the truth. It may hurt and slice me wide open, but in the end, it will all work out. Dad nods and goes to Mom’s side as they prepare dinner, giving me a bit of peace. I grab my phone, checking for a text from Braxton—and there’s nothing. He knows what’s going on this trip home, and still has no decency to respond. I understand he has a baseball tournament this weekend. I know it’s a massive one that could put our college on the map, but he knew my destination, and I thought he cared. As the seconds flash by into minutes, I’m beginning to realize what my future with Braxton holds.

      Me: I made it home.

      I wait until Mom and Dad have the table set and are wasting time waiting for everyone to arrive. My phone doesn’t even show he’s read it. But it doesn’t stop me. My fingers are on automatic, firing away.

      Me: I’m about to tell my parents. I wish you could be here.

      Nothing. Minutes pass by and I can’t handle it.

      Me: I hope the game is worth it.

      With that, I tuck my phone down in my pocket and try to ignore it. The thought of checking it burns a hot hole into my flesh, so I grab it and power it down. He knew where I was going and how exhausting and stressful it would be. I’m a damn athlete too, and know damn well how long the bus ride is. He could’ve at least sent a text before he exited the bus. Nope. I’m really starting to see Braxton’s true colors, and he’s not the masterpiece I once thought he was. It’s far worse than any finger-painting art I created back in the day.

      “Mac will be here any minute,” Mom chirps, carrying a large bowl to the table.

      “Okay.” I nod, trying to do my best to stifle my emotions. “I’m just going to clean up and take my bags to my room.”

      “Sounds good.” She grabs me before I’m able to escape. “We got you, Annie.”

      She peppers kisses along my forehead, squeezing the hell out of me.

      “Love you, Momma,” I whisper into her crazy, curly hair.

      “Even more than Pop-Tarts, mac n’ cheese, and sprinkles?” she mumbles into the side of my head.

      “Even more,” I add.

      I take my time in the bathroom then unpack my belongings into dresser drawers. Hell, when I lived here, I did nothing but grab clothes off the floor. I can only avoid the inevitable for so long. With deep breathing and courage, I don’t have, I make my way back downstairs. The usual scene is before me. The table is set and dinner is ready. Until the storm of my life barrels in.

      “Anus Annie.” Mac bounds through the door. He clears his throat and shouts instead of whispers. “Annie is home!”

      The loveable little shit closes the distance between us, wrapping me up in a sweaty, soil, manure…trash-like smell. It’s disgusting as hell, but I melt into him. He’s home and my life.

      “Welcome home, brat,” he whispers into my ear.

      “Fuck off,” I hiss back.

      “The Golden Child is home. I’ll shine up the tractor,” he retorts.

      I pinch his side. “Don’t make me tell Daddy you’re bullying me.”

      “He doesn’t scare me.” He gives me one extra hug.

      I pull back instantly, wipe both hands up my eyes and holler out the password. “Daddy!” It used to be Pop-Tarts, but as the days morphed into years, I’ve grown smarter.

      A skillet clatters, Dad roars, and is at my side. Mac takes a step back, laughing his ass off, howling at the moon like a coyote.

      “She can still play you like a fiddle.” Mac slaps his shoulder.

      “Go check the west pivot and make sure the pressure is okay.”

      “You still got it, Golden Child.” Mac winks.

      “Enough.” Mom wiggles in between all of us. “There are no favorites here.”

      I’m wrapped up in another hug. I catch Mac and Dad standing back with shit-eating grins playing out across their faces. The west pivot doesn’t need to be checked. It’s all fun and harassing, and at this moment I find myself forgetting everything else in my life. The only thing sinking in is that I’ll be just okay.

      “Lacey, Tripp, Willow, and Miles will be over soon.” Mom brushes her hands off on her apron and turns to the sink. “You can have salad and some appetizers. One each.”

      No sooner than she turns around does Mac scoop five smoked Jalapeño poppers on his plate. That little son of a bitch. I pinch his side, dumping half the homemade Caesar salad onto my plate. It was always a childhood fight when I’d polish off the salad and Mac was left with none. Let’s be real here, though. Mac could care less about the salad. He always wanted nothing more than steaks, pork chops, or roast, but he still made a fuss.

      It seems the years have changed nothing as we shovel our favorites into our mouths. Like I predicted, Mac guesses something is up with me. He doesn’t scream it outright, but runs his gaze from my head to toes and back again as I shovel scoops of salad in my mouth. Something about the crisp lettuce and tangy dressing has me in heaven.

      I quirk an eyebrow, asking Mac a silent question. He banters back with a shake of the head. This goes on and on with different body language until Dad pulls up his chair at the head of the table.

      “Something wrong?” Dad asks, settling into his seat and setting his hat on the corner table, with a damn plant I gave him on Father’s Day nearly a decade ago.

      “No, Pops. Nothing at all. Just happy to have my sis home,” Mac chirps.

      Dad tosses a roll at Mac’s head. He’s fast as hell, catching it with the swoop of his hand then taking a bite out of it. My brother is one talented individual. He’s the kind of person that is good at everything and anything. Even though he’s early in his high school career, big-time universities are already looking at him. Football is his true love. Well, besides farming next to Dad and driving me bat shit crazy.

      “Sorry, just super hungry,” I add, shoving another scoop of salad into my mouth.

      I don’t even give a shit about caring if everyone has a serving of Mom’s favorite Caesar salad as I polish it off and leave no room for the main course. One thing I’ve learned about being pregnant is that when you’re hungry, eat—because you never know when you’ll be so sick water smells disgusting. Yeah, it’s been pretty bad.

      Not too long after that, Tripp, Miles, and each of their families trail in.

      “Oh my hell, Whizzle Tits, Jr. is home. My life is complete.” Lacey plops down next to me. Her wild and colorful tattoos dance across her skin, giving everything about her an amazing and curious glow. “I missed you, girl.”

      She goes in for a hug and before I know it, she has my head cradled against her chest as she pats my head. Her low-necked tank top makes the entire confrontation uncomfortable as hell. And that’s a perfect example of my Aunt Lacey. She’s the one who embarrasses the crap out of you in any situation. You never know what will come out of her mouth. Oh, the stories I could tell. Hell, most would be unbelievable.

      “Hey, kid.” Uncle Tripp peels his wife off me and wraps me in a hug. “We’ve missed our slugger around here.”

      I know you’re not supposed to have favorites, but Tripp is mine. He’s the quiet one of the bunch, but loves bigger than any of us and anyone who messes with his family is screwed. He coached me through high school and attended every one of my college games with the rest of the family.

      “My turn, Dad.” Rose pushes her way in.

      Man, she’s grown into a beautiful woman. She’s a bit younger than Mac and one gorgeous girl, being the perfect mix between her parents. Ironically, she’s nothing like her mother, being more of a quiet book nerd. It drives Lacey nuts.

      Lacy and Tripp’s wild twin boys come racing in next. They’re nearing middle school age and just give me a simple wave before diving for the food. Tripp gives each of them a whack to the back of the head.

      “Go wash up,” he growls.

      “We did, in the river,” they reply in unison.

      “You smell like fish guts. Now go.”

      The tone of his voice leaves no room for argument and they roll out like well-trained soldiers. The two of them flick water on each other at the sink while sneaking the middle finger to each other. Now, these two are all wild Lacey in their father’s body.

      It dawns on me that over the last thirty or so minutes I haven’t had a worry in the world. My home did its job by etching my worries away and soothing my soul. I don’t have much time to dwell on it as the door flies open again.

      This time it’s Willow and her crew. Miles, her husband, has his arm wrapped around her shoulder as their three children make their entrance. Ridley, the oldest and closest to my age, then Abbott who is around the twins’ age, and Wynnie, who is the youngest of the cousins in elementary school. We all greet each other with long hugs and jokes.

      Then the three siblings stand side by side. Willow harasses her brothers, Cree and Tripp, for a selfie. It’s something she always does. Willow journals like no other, pasting candid shots in her notebooks. It’s super cool. As I stare at the three, I remember the story my dad told me once about how he always thought Tripp was his cousin until one day a letter from the past revealed the truth. Turned out my dad, Willow, and Tripp all have the same father, my grandpa that I never met.

      I’ve heard through hours of countless stories that it was a rocky road for the three siblings for a few years. Time heals wounds and this crew only grew stronger from all of it. The years are living proof.

      “Annie, you want any?” Tripp points at the last steak on the platter.

      I shake my head as my stomach takes a dip. Maybe gorging on the salad wasn’t the best idea in the world.

      “You okay?” Mom reaches over and grabs my hand.

      “Yeah, just tired,” I reply, gulping down the regret and doing my best to calm down the Ferris wheel spinning in my stomach.

      Everybody’s attention goes to the door when a knocking sound echoes over the chatter of the table. Hope soars as I glance up, trying to see who it is. The damn twins are too tall for me to see through them and find out who it is. It has to be Braxton. That’s why he wasn’t answering.

      I crane my neck until I see the figure who walks in the door. That Ferris wheel creating havoc just turned into a full out tornado, threatening to cause me to lose everything in my stomach.

      Weston Crusos walks right into my childhood home.
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      “Annie, you’re green,” Mom whispers into my ear.

      “Weston,” Dad greets him.

      Bile burns the back of my throat. The soles of my sandals slap down on the hardwood floor as I bolt up, causing my chair to thunder back on the ground. I’m going to lose it all right here and break right in half. Mom and Lacey call my name as I race upstairs. I barely round the corner to my bedroom, sprinting to the bathroom right off it. I make it just in time to empty the contents of my stomach into the toilet.

      My stomach cramps in pain as I retch out, over and over until there is nothing left but dry heaves. Sobs wrack my body as reality settles over my being. Tears spill down my exhausted body that leans on the cold ceramic.

      “Annie, girl.”

      I turn to see Aunt Willow leaning on the door frame.

      “Do you need someone?” She takes a step closer to me.

      I nod, unable to speak. Without a word, she folds herself on the tile, wrapping herself around me. This right here is Aunt Willow’s best gift. She’s the one who’s always there no matter what. She never asks questions, pries, or judges. She gives you time, and it’s exactly what I need.

      “I’m pregnant,” I whisper as hot tears trail down my cheeks. “I’m pregnant.”

      I’m not sure why I repeat it. Maybe it’s me convincing myself that I really am. Also, it’s the fact that Braxton has been doing a damn good job of ghosting me since I told him. I chalked it up to him being busy, but that’s just bullshit. I know that now, beyond a shadow of a doubt since being home. My family will be pissed and possibly hurt, but they’d never go silent on me, leaving me to go this alone and so far that’s the only thing he’s done.

      “Okay, Annie.” She soothes her palm over my hair, controlling the mess. “How do you feel about it?”

      “I don’t know. I’m scared, embarrassed, and numb if that makes any sense at all?”

      “Yeah, it does.” She leans her cheek on my shoulder. “I get it. I’ve been there.”

      I remain silent, with my forehead pressed into my arm resting on the toilet.

      “You gotta talk about it, girl. You have so many people and if it’s too hard to talk to someone, you write it down. Express your fears and joys. This is your life and body. You have an army behind you. The thing is you just have to let us in and not shut us out.”

      “Dad’s going to be pissed.” I sit up gently until I’m relaxing on the tub and Willow is facing me.

      A slight smirk curves up one corner of her mouth. “That he will be. It’s just a fact, but he’ll get over it.”

      Everything I’ve thought the last few weeks spills from my lips in a spatter of randomness. Willow keeps up with all of it.

      “Braxton and I were great and now it’s like he’s fallen off the face of the earth.”

      “How?”

      I tell her how he’s been acting, for the most part going silent on me.

      “He’s an athlete like you, right?”

      I nod, feeling a jab of pain to my side, realizing once again everything that I’ve screwed up. My future. Scholarship. And the love of the game.

      “It could be that he’s just processing all of…”

      I interrupt her. “Or that he’s a massive asshole who’s going to run from all of this.” I wipe the tears away from my cheeks.

      “That’s very possible as well.” She smiles wide and reaches over grabbing my hand. “You’re one hell of a force to reckon with, Annie. I’ve witnessed it for years and have no doubt whatever you put your mind to that you’ll conquer it, no problems. You’ve got this.”

      “Annie.” Dad’s deep voice echoes into the bathroom.

      Faster than a damn jackrabbit, Willow leaps to her feet, slams and locks the bathroom door. I caught the briefest second of my father’s face before the door shut.

      “Jesus, Willow.” He pounds on the door. “Let me in.”

      “No.”

      “Yes!” he demands.

      “No.”

      “I’m going to kick your ass.”

      “I’m not seven anymore.” She props her hand on her hip as if he was standing right before her. “Plus my husband could kick your ass blindfolded.”

      “Just let me in,” he replies, ignoring her taunts.

      “Nope, it’s girl time. No boys allowed.”

      There’s a brief pause before Dad talks again. “I just want to check in on my girl.”

      “I’m fine, Dad.” I beat Willow to the punch this time. Jesus, this is like a dizzying ride on the merry-go-round.

      “Are you sure?” He hesitates for a second. “I didn’t know he’d stop by after he was done working.”

      “Great,” I grumble. I knew he worked for various farmers and had his own welding company. “Of course, he’d be working for my dad. The shit storm that just won’t quit shitting.”

      Willow turns to me in a panic, clueless where to go with this.

      “I’m just going to finish up chatting with Willow then head to bed. It’s been a long day and I’m beat.”

      “Okay, but, uh…” he trails off.

      “Yes, I know you’re here for me, and seriously Dad, I’m fine.”

      “Okay, love you, Annie.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      I wait until I hear the sound of his boots trailing off.

      “I’m so screwed.”

      Willow takes her place back on the floor across from me. “I’m pretty much clueless about part of that conversation, but what I do know is that you’ve got to tell your dad sooner than later. You heard the guy, he’s worried about you.”

      I pick at the string dangling from my top. “I will, and that was Weston that walked in.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes grow wide. “As in Weston Crusos, the boy you fake married out in the pasture every summer until you were in middle school.”

      “The one and only,” I reply.

      “As in your first kiss, prom date, and the boy your dad busted you with in the barn.”

      “Stop!” I toss a dry washcloth at her. “You know exactly who he is.”

      “Great plot twist.” She strums her fingers against each other.

      And with that, we both erupt into a fit of much-needed laughter. Willow gives me one final hug before standing up.

      “Take a shower and I’ll cover for you. You need some rest.”

      I nod.

      “I love you, girl.”

      “Love you more.”

      Willow was right once again. A hot shower was just what I needed.  When I make my way into my room, I spot an old journal and a fortune cookie on my bed.  The journal brings back so many memories.  Willow bought it for me on my eighth birthday. All the letters she wrote me are pasted on the worn, loved pages along with some serious cheesy middle school thoughts and dreams.

      Voices out in the hallway catch my attention. It’s my dad and Willow, exchanging a heated and hushed conversation.

      “She’s my daughter.”

      “I know, Cree, but right now she needs space and you’ll give that to her.”

      “It’s my job to protect her. Dammit, Willow.”

      “She’s under your roof and with her family. She is safe and needs space. Lord, you’re such a miserable, overprotective asswipe.”

      “And you’re an irritating little brat.”

      “Enough,” Mom’s voice cuts in, breaking up the siblings who I can only imagine are nose to nose right now, with Willow tapping her pointer finger on my dad’s chest with every word she speaks. Soon silence settles and I reach for the fortune cookie that was near the journal. It’s another quirky thing about my family; well, it’s more like Miles’s and Willow’s thing. They collect them and save each fortune. They claim it’s what brought them together.

      I crack open the cookie catching the crumbs with my hands and placing everything but the narrow piece of paper on my nightstand. Not even a fortune cookie sounds appetizing right now. Let’s see what my future holds.

      Tough decisions will have to be made. Stay strong to your roots and soar.

      If I had enough energy to laugh at this evil joke I would. It would all be too easy if it were as simple as the fortune. But then there is a tiny whisper in the back of my head that maybe it can really be this simple. The events from the day catch up to me and before I know it my eyelids are fluttering shut. No dreams ever come. The only thing is a peaceful slumber.
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      The great thing about the beginning of summer is that Dad and Mac are out working from sunup to sundown. I’ve had the last three days to myself in the house. I’ve helped Mom prep meals and even put together some of her vinyl signs to take to her shop, ironically enough called The Shop. But besides that, I’ve been left alone to hole up in my bedroom and write in my journal. Aunt Willow has kept her distance but subtly checks on me. I’ve avoided a few family swim trips down at the pond and trips to the ice cream shop, but I’m no fool, and know all of my family will start asking questions soon.

      There’s still no word from Braxton. I broke down last night and texted him, getting absolutely nothing but silence in return. This morning I forced myself to shut off my phone and tuck it away. Hell, being back here in my tiny hometown there’s no need for it anyway. You can get a hold of anyone, anywhere, at any time, no cellphone needed. I hated this growing up because it meant your parents found out what and how big you screwed up before you got home.

      I pick at the grilled burger on my plate before flopping back on my bed. My appetite is still hit or miss. I’m not even sure what sets off the vomiting spells. I’m thankful I’ve been able to conceal it whenever it hits. I know it won’t last much longer.

      Dad and the rest of the men and boys are at some tractor customer appreciation bullshit dinner or something like that. The rest of the crew is downstairs cooking up a storm for the celebration tomorrow.

      I flip through the pages I’ve written in the last few days. It’s my reality staring right back at me. Some of it is ugly, while most of the parts are beautiful and I find myself the most excited about them. The page labeled “Braxton” is the hardest to view. I had to say goodbye to him. He’s made it clear how he feels about our situation. Well, now my situation. He’s not the man I thought he was. I guess it’s better to find this out now than five years down the road. That’s what I keep telling myself.

      Without thinking, I reach into the drawer of my nightstand and pull out my phone. A sense of freedom and strength takes over me for the briefest of seconds. I’m the only person that can give Braxton control over me and I refuse to do that. The powerful women in my life have taught me no matter how dismal the situation may appear, there is still a choice to be made. And I have to move forward. I turn it on and set it down on the pillow next to me, ignoring all the notifications.

      I have no idea how much time passes before there’s a knock at my door and my mom walks in. She’s so damn beautiful, not aging a minute with her thick curly hair and youthful skin.

      “Want some company?” she asks, creeping my way with tiny steps.

      I nod and pat the bed next to me. She curls right up next to me like she used to do every night until I left for college. She never missed a night, well, except the night Mac was born. She’s always been my person.

      Mom doesn’t say anything for a long time, running her fingers through my tangly hair. She hums for a while, causing my eyelids to flutter shut. She drags her finger down my cheek, rubbing in small soothing circles.

      “When are you going to tell your dad?” Her whispered question shatters the silence surrounding us.

      My eyes pop wide open and my throat dries to sandpaper. I open my mouth, but nothing comes up.

      “I know you’re afraid to tell him, but he’ll be crushed knowing you kept it a secret, honey.” She brushes back my bangs. “We love you unconditionally, always.”

      “Willow?” I ask.

      “She knows?” Mom comes back with a question of her own.

      I nod.

      She puffs out air in frustration, doing her best to conceal it. “No, Willow didn’t say a word. I’ve been around the block a time or two and knew the moment you walked in the door.”

      “I broke down the other night and Willow was there.” I roll over on my back staring at the ceiling with tears stinging the edges of my eyes until they spill over. “It’s not like I confide in her.”

      Mom grabs my hand. “It’s okay. Yeah, it stings a bit, but I get it and I’m glad she was there for you.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I bet you are.” She squeezes my hand.

      “Dad is going to be so disappointed in me. He may do his best to hide it, but I know he will be.”

      “Oh, Annie.” She snuggles up to me, rolling deeper on her side. “He won’t be. That’s where you are very wrong, missy. If he finds out from someone other than you, he will be hurt.”

      “You’re just saying that to make me feel better. He’s given me everything and sacrificed so much and I just ruined it all.”

      “Annie, you’re a smart girl, but I’m going to be brutally honest here. You’re being dumb. Completely stupid. Just do the math. Your age and your dad’s. Life happens, it’s the way you handle it that matters. Pull your shit together.”

      I groan, my tears beginning to dry up. My courage building with tiny pebbles creating a foundation that I’m going to eventually have to leap off. My phone dings over and over, alerting me to a few texts. I don’t even roll my head to look at it. Mom takes it upon herself, reaching over me to grab it from the pillow.

      “Braxton texted.” She clutches the phone.

      “Fuck him,” I spit.

      “Language.”

      “I’m not going to even apologize for it. He’s gone radio silent. He made up a damn excuse to not come home with me and hasn’t responded to or answered any texts or calls. He’s made his position crystal clear.”

      I peer over, seeing Mom reading the texts. I don’t even care, but when her face reddens and lips twist, I know something is wrong.

      “What did he say?” I ask, not wanting to know because I can guess what he’ll say.

      “Honey, I’m going to block his ass and if you trust me you don’t need to know.”

      “He asked me to get an abortion, right?”

      “Oh no.” She fiercely punches at the phone with her finger.

      “What is it?” I try to swipe the phone from her hands, but she’s on a mission. “Mom!”

      “He’s a no-good cheating son of a bitch!” She pounds at the phone a few more times leaping from the bed. “I’m going to cut his nuts off and feed them to him.”

      I wince at the last statement, then flinch when she throws the phone at the wall. It shatters into pieces on the floor.

      “What the hell?” I round the end of the bed.

      “That fuck boy is going to get a taste of his own medicine. I swear.”

      “Mom!” I yell. “Don’t say those things again. My hell. It’s just wrong coming from your mouth.”

      She collapses at the end of the bed, tears welling up in her eyes. I sit next to her, confused and putting all the puzzle pieces together at the same time.

      “He sent the wrong text to the wrong person.” Her tears continue to roll down her face.

      I stare at my broken phone on the floor, the same one I just had enough courage to turn back on, and back to my mom. I’m wondering when I got sucked into the Twilight Zone. Shouldn’t I be the one as upset as her?  What in the hell is going on?

      “It’s okay, Mom.” I rub her back.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Mom?” I asked confused.

      She dries her tears the best she can and looks over to me. “You’ll understand one day when you have kids. When someone hurts them you’ll want to kill him. And right now I could beat the shit out of that…”

      I laugh, cutting her off, not needing to hear her drop any more terms that shouldn’t be coming out of a mother’s mouth.

      “I’m okay, Mom.” I lean my head on her shoulder. “I think I came to grips with it in the last few days. It is what it is.”

      She looks at me, stunned with her jaw slackened. “Isn’t your heart breaking?”

      This question gets me finally drilling down through the numbness to my vulnerable parts. I nod, choking down the sobs begging to escape. “I feel so dumb.”

      The dam breaks loose. And it has nothing to do with him cheating on me. It’s the way he wrote me out of his life. That stings like a bitch. A real hardcore angry bitch.

      “Baby.” She clutches me to her. “You’re not dumb. He’s dumb and a great big douchenozzle flaming asshole.”

      This makes me chuckle.

      “Honey.” The door bursts open and we both glance up to see Dad in the doorway. He tilts back his John Deere ball cap and scrubs a hand over his salt and pepper hair. He remains silent for a few beats before talking.

      “Er—is everything okay?”

      “Perfect.” Mom wipes her final tears away. “Just perfect. Our baby girl is home and I broke her cellphone.”

      “Okay,” Dad draws out.

      “Oh, and you’re buying her a new one in the morning.” Mom rambles on about the purchase of a new cell phone and everything they need to do for Corn Days tomorrow.

      “Dad,” I interrupt her. “Close the door and come here.”

      I pat the bed beside me. Once he settles on my opposite side, I lean on his shoulder like I’ve done so many times in my life. I take a moment to inhale everything about this moment. He doesn’t say a word giving me the time I need.

      I grab his hand and just let it out. “I’m pregnant.”

      Silence. And more silence. I’m pretty sure he quit breathing. I watch his free hand flex until his knuckles grow white.

      “Dad,” I whisper. “Say something.”

      He doesn’t. My heart that I thought couldn’t take anymore begins to shatter.

      “Braxton, the guy you met last time you visited, is the dad.” I gulp when a sob bursts free. “I’m so sorry, Dad. I’m so sorry.”

      I bury my face in his chest, soaking his t-shirt with my tears. I can’t hear anything over the sound of my own cries and shattering future. I’m not sure when it happens, but it does. His strong, steady palm covers the side of my face as he begins rocking me back and forth. It means more than anything he could say. I relax into him, letting it all go.

      I had no idea how much it was hurting me to keep this secret from him. It has ruined me, making me second guess everything about myself. Now that it’s gone, I feel free, broken, put together, and exhausted.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” I repeat again.

      He doesn’t stop rocking or holding me. “No need to be sorry, Annie. No need.”

      Mom rubs my back while Dad continues.

      “I’ve told you a thousand times that I’d love you no matter what and this doesn’t change a damn thing. I’ve got you and always will.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “I can’t look at you. I don’t want to see the disappointment.”

      “Nonsense.”

      Before I know it he has me pried away from his chest and clutching my cheeks. He waits until I open my eyes.

      “Does this look like disappointment to you?” he asks.

      It’s the furthest thing from disappointment. He has tears of his own welling up in his eyes, but it’s the smile on his face that tells another story.

      “It has been eating me alive the last few days because I knew something was off with you. Scared the shit out of me. I thought the worst.”

      “The worst?” I ask, wiggling my nose so he’d loosen his grip on my cheeks.

      “Yeah, you know, drugs, crime, online betting. Hell, I nearly drove myself crazy.”

      “Being pregnant wasn’t on that list?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “Not gonna lie, it’s going to be one of the toughest jobs of your life but also the best ever. How could I be disappointed in you for that?”

      I shrug and he lets go of my cheeks. I fall back onto his chest. “I’m scared, confused, and exhausted. I’m just so…I don’t know.”

      “I get it, kid. I so get it. I’ve been in your shoes before. The only thing you can do is take it one day at a time.”

      I nod.

      “Babe.” He peers over my head. “Did you just find out and break her cellphone?”

      There’s confusion in his question. I giggle at it.

      “No! I was talking to Annie and Br-”

      I sit up with confidence. “No, I don’t want to hear his name again. This is my story and he doesn’t get to ruin it. You can tell Dad later.”

      We spend the next hour talking about everything and nothing. Mom fills us in on the plans for Corn Days, the annual celebration in town.

      “Guys, I hate to be the party pooper, but I’m exhausted.”

      They both grumble but finally concede, each hugging and kissing me.

      “Hey, can we keep this between us just for a little longer?” I ask.

      “Of course.” Dad kisses the top of my head.

      “I’m going to warn you, though, Lacey is like a living, breathing pregnancy detector, so there’s that,” Mom adds.

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      Dad wraps his arm around mom’s waist hugging her to his side. She melts into him on instinct. He stops in front of the full-body mirror by my door. He looks from side to side then adjusts the ballcap on top of his head.

      “I’m going to make one sexy ass grandpa.”
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      The sun shining in the room finally wakes me up. I haven’t slept this good in months. There are no phantom pains and my mind and soul are finally at ease after relentless self-torture. I roll over to check the time and realize I can’t because my phone is in pieces.

      A picture propped on my nightstand captures my attention. I grab and smile wide when I see it and the note attached to it.

      

      My Sweet Girl,

      You were out last night when I brought this to you, so I’m writing this. In life, you’ll find there are ups and downs and detours when you least expect them. If you let the detour haunt you and beat yourself up for it, then you lose.

      Accept what’s facing you and decide how to make the best of it. Mom told me how worried and upset you were that I was going to be disappointed. I can’t lie and write that this is what I wanted for you. Because it’s not. I wanted you to live out your college years and then settle down, but the fact is you’re still my daughter and I love the hell out of you. I could never be disappointed in you. End of.

      This picture is my all-time favorite. It’s right after I swerved on the road facing the biggest detour of my life. The day you were born. I can’t remember who snapped this picture, but it shows and tells all. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. The moment you were put in my arms my life changed forever. Keep this. Hold it close and dig deep when you’re scared. And always know I’m in your corner and here for you no matter what.

      Love,

      Dad

      

      The tears begin streaming and I’m not even out of bed yet. This picture is everything. The note was a bonus, but I didn’t even need it because the photo shows it all. Dad looks so young, clueless, and absolutely in love, studying me in his arms. It’s all you need—love and a little faith. And that will be my new motto that I thrive, repeat, and live on.

      “Ten minutes and we are on the road.” Mom opens the door and hollers.

      “Shit.” I sit up and toss my feet over the bed. “Give me at least twenty-five.”

      “Chop, chop.” She claps her hands. “The parade judges will be sitting right in front of The Shop. I need to get my booths set up and the food stand going.”

      “I’m going. I’m going.” I wipe the sleep from my eyes.

      Mom grumbles something to herself as she walks away from the door. She gets like this every time there’s some big annual celebration in town or an event at The Shop. She may love us kids and my dad like no other, but this town is her heart and soul. It’s the place where she healed, grew, and thrived. It will always be her first love.

      I hustle through a shower and decide to tie my damp hair up in a messy bun, forgetting make-up. Cut-off shorts, a black tank, and my white Chucks will do. Curiosity gets the best of me as I begin to walk out of my room. I grab my Macbook and fire it up, strumming the top of my dresser, waiting for it to come to life.

      It all happens at the same time. The screen glows bright and the notifications flow in. I tap on the text messenger app, bite on my bottom lip and dive in. And now I know Mom wasn’t overreacting last night.

      Braxton: Thanks for last night, baby. I’m missing you tonight.

      A dick picture follows.

      Braxton: Can’t wait until you get off work. I have something for you.

      I don’t bother reading what Mom wrote. I don’t need to. The cheating son of a bitch. My roommates warned me about this. They couldn’t stand him, but I was in love, or thought so. I didn’t think much heartbreak could come my way, but it does. It’s not for me this time. It’s for the innocent baby growing inside of me. Guilt could consume me if I allowed it. I’m no fortune teller, but I know he wants nothing to do with us.

      Me: You’ve made your intentions crystal clear, Braxton. I won’t ask anything of you or continue to reach out to you. I sure thought you were a different man. I was so very wrong.

      And with that, I shut the lid on the Macbook and walk away. I want nothing more than to curl up in my bed and sleep away the rest of the day, avoiding my reality. It’s not an option today, so with my chin held high I walk downstairs to find Mom, Lacey, and Willow waiting at the table for me. All three of them glance over at me at the same time. With these strong women at my side, I crack wide open.

      I clear my throat and let it all out. “I’m pregnant. Braxton, my boyfriend of over a year, is a cheating son of a bitch who sent me a dick pic last night meant for another woman. He has ignored me being pregnant. This is me.”

      I throw my arms out wide, exposing all of me. Tears sting and spill over and I’m wrapped by all of them in a matter of seconds. No words are spoken as they embrace me, sharing their love and support. My situation isn’t perfect, but it is what it is and now speaking the final part out loud took a one-ton boulder off my shoulders.

      The kitchen door slams and we all glance over to it. Dad walks in and freezes when he sees the whole situation. He doesn’t say a word, walking over to the cabinet, reaching in and pulling something out. He sets his phone on the iPhone speaker dock. Stuck Like Glue by Sugarland thumps throughout the kitchen and that’s when I see the container of sprinkles in Dad’s hands. So, so many childhood memories flow back in. Dad always had sprinkles, good music, and his dance moves on shitty days. It was magic brightening any dark day. Today isn’t any different.

      

      “Milly, my daddy will cook you mac n’ cheese whenever you want it. When you are having a really bad day, Daddy even sprinkles magic dust on your mac n’ cheese to take away all your sadness. He does it for me all the time.”

      I give Dad a serious look and say, “Daddy, you better get those special sprinkles.”

      Dad makes his way across the kitchen and comes back with a bottle of sprinkles. He opens the lid, then does a funny little dance, wriggling his hips and spinning around, while sprinkling my and Milly’s mac n’ cheese at the same time. He even tosses some over his shoulder, spraying us with sprinkles. That’s my favorite part. Daddy always makes my really bad, bad days great ones.

      “You now have magical mac n’ cheese! Enjoy!” Dad says and then bends over, kisses my forehead first then Milly’s. Today is the best day ever.

      “Twust me, it works, Milly!” I place a finger on my lips. “Don’t tell anyone, it’s magic.”

      Sprinkles spray in the air over his shoulder toward us girls as he busts out his moves. His hips sway and head bops. He reaches out, grabs my hand and tugs me with him, raining sprinkles down over us as he dances me around the kitchen. Laughter rings out with nothing but love and joy surrounding me. And this is exactly how I’m going to make it through everything ahead of me.
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      Pork sandwiches have sold out, the parade is long over, and the sun tingles my skin. I’m exhausted. Hell, I feel like I’ve been saying that every hour lately, but this exhaustion is good in a great way.

      “Where do you want this?” Weston rounds the corner of The Shop with a large box of Solo cups in his bulging arms.

      “Um—” I cross my arms. “Mom said to put everything we didn’t use back in the storage room.

      “Got it.” He nods.

      Everyone has a weakness and Weston was always mine. The way my body is reacting, it seems he still might be. His black trucker hat sits backward on his head, that white t-shirt hugs his chest, and don’t even get me started me on his worn blue jeans.

      I follow with him with the last box of bows and tutus that were for sale during the parade. Everyone has now made their way down to the pond where the dance and more vendors are set up. This community takes corn very seriously. It’s our livelihood and the main commercial product of our community. This celebration happens the same weekend every summer and has for years.

      Weston turns around when I enter the storage room. “You going down to the lake?”

      “Yeah.” I nod, setting the box on a shelf. “Been wanting a damn footlong corndog all day.”

      It slips before I realize it. We loved getting those back in high school. So many damn memories with Weston. Leaving my hometown was the hardest decision of my life. Weston was the one to push me, let me go. I went through so many emotions during that time from hate to appreciation. He couldn’t go with me even though it was always the plan. He stayed home and took care of his sick mom and let me go live my dreams.

      “Yeah, me too.” He winks. “Want some company?”

      I shrug. “Yeah, I do.”

      We walk down the sidewalk toward the lake, shoulder to shoulder but not touching. It takes restraint because it’s the only thing I want to do.

      “How’s life, Weston?” I ask.

      “Not bad. Momma is having a good month and working for your dad keeps me pretty damn busy.”

      “That’s good,” I reply, not knowing what to say.

      “How about you?” he asks.

      I let out a loud breath, knowing the truth will eventually come out so I tell him now. If I’ve discovered one thing over the last few days, it’s that holding in secrets is unhealthy and a mindfuck. “I’m not going back to school. Still have to break that one to my parents.”

      “Really?” He stops and turns to me.

      I glance down at my Chucks and twist my fingers before looking back up into his piercing blue eyes. “You know I hurt my knee and had to sit out, right?”

      He nods.

      “Yeah, well, and I’m pregnant.”

      He doesn’t react, not even in the slightest. Not a flinch or even an eye blink, so I continue.

      “Braxton, the dad, well he’s a piece of shit, so here I am.”

      He doesn’t say a word, but this time his jaw does clench and his knuckles grow white.

      “So, yeah, broke the news to Dad and Mom and now I’m just trying to find my place in life.”

      He scrubs a hand over his hand. “Damn, Tink, you’ve been busy.”

      I shake my head at the old nickname and then find myself smiling. Weston always called me Tink because I’d work with him on the farm or projects, and he said all I did was tinker around, not getting much work accomplished. He was right. I just wanted to be by his side.

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” he adds.

      “Yeah, it’s a pretty big shit storm I’ve caused.”

      “Naw.” He shakes his head then shocks me by lacing his fingers in mine until he has me. Now, this is home. “I got you. We all got you.”

      We walk the rest of the way to the lake in silence. We enjoy corn dogs, kettle corn, and fresh lemonade, catching up on the fun stuff of our lives and reliving old memories. Weston holds my hand through most of it. When my family sees us, they don’t blink or make a big deal out of it. It’s as if it’s a natural thing for us to be together. And it really is. I’m not saying we are riding off in the sunset with wedding rings and all that jazz, but our souls were meant to be.

      The dance under the blanket of stars has started. Kids and couples of all ages fill the wooden dance floor. Dad requests a song and I know exactly what it is. It’s the first one he and mom ever danced to. It’s now been coined the “pirate dance.” Odd, I know, but it happened on Halloween and that was his costume.

      Somebody Like You by Keith Urban begins to play. Weston doesn’t ask me to dance with words. He leads me out on the dance floor, wrapping his strong and loving arms around me. I lay my cheek on his chest, inhaling his woodsy, sweet scent. I bring a hand to his strong jawline peppered with stubble and live each second of the dance.

      It’s over all too shortly. We dance to the next few songs until his phone goes off in his pocket. I take a step back letting him take the call. My dad grabs me for the next dance, and I let him swing me around the floor with a grin plastered on my face and my heart soaring.

      He grabs Rose next and I go to find Weston. I watch as he nods, listening to whoever is on the other line while tucking a hand deep down in his pocket before hanging up.

      “Hey, everything all right?” I ask.

      He nods, leans down, and presses a sweet kiss to my forehead. “Mom’s nurse has to leave early tonight, so I gotta go.”

      “Okay.” I nod, understanding the need but completely disappointed.

      “Annie.” He drops his forehead to mine.

      “Yeah.”

      He closes his eyes, remaining quiet for a few beats. “I’m not letting you go this time.”

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      He places one more kiss before walking away. I can’t tell you what it is or how I know, but this time is ours. Coming home has never been so sweet and such a perfect time.

      I spend another hour dancing and hanging out with my family before I announce I’m ready to go home. Mac walks me back to The Shop to get my truck. He makes sure I’m in and the truck starts before leaving. A flash of pink catches my attention and when I turn, I see a dozen baby pink roses on my passenger seat. I grab the folded note on them.

      

      Tink,

      I always bought you a dozen roses at Corn Days from old man Frank. I’ve missed doing that these last couple of years. Just having you back around and in my life is something I’ll always cherish. I’ll always be here for you in any way you’ll have me.

      Love,

      W

      PS—I never stopped loving you.

      

      I clutch the paper with his blocky script scrawled on it. There’s so much unknown facing me, but the one certainty may just get me through it. Weston was so much more than my first love. He was my best friend and that’s exactly what I need right now. A best friend. The rest will just be colorful sprinkles on top of an iced cake.

      
        
        The End For Now!
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      I swear Rachel woke me up that fateful summer morning with these words: “Wake up, Jonah, it’s time to live.”

      “It’s all in your foggy, hungover head,” I scolded myself, taking a big whiff of stale desert air.

      Sometimes life comes full circle, and there I was. Not by choice, that’s for damn sure, but due to life kicking me in the gut, I was once more stationed at Nellis Air Force Base in “fabulous” Las Vegas, Nevada.

      I rolled myself out of the shitty bed and walked to the dusty window of my room at the Visiting Officer’s Quarters (or the VOQ, usually called “the Q”). Everything was brown as usual – nothing had really changed since I’d been stationed there ten years ago. I guess in the grand scheme it wasn’t hell, but to me that morning, it sure felt like it.

      My stomach rumbled for food, not giving a damn that I no longer cared about anything.

      “Yeah, but starving to death isn’t exactly becoming to you, Major Jones, is it?” I said aloud to no one. Well, not exactly to no one. Sometimes, usually after too much whisky, I swore I could I hear her. Maybe her spirit was still around - she certainly was strong willed enough to haunt me. I chuckled at the thought, my face barely remembering how to smile.

      It had been a year since I’d lost everything. A year and five days, to be exact. Missing her day after day felt like a knife in my ribs, twisting and turning but never actually killing me. And yes, I’d thought of that, too. Many nights I willed myself just to end it. If I believed in a heaven, I probably would have.

      But I know my girl, and a woman like Rachel Elizabeth Morehouse Jones would not for a second ever forgive me if I did something so weak, so easy. No, she’d want me to fight. I could still hear her voice, her chant to me before countless deployments. “You are a fighter, my love, go do what you were born to do!”

      Born to do, she’d say that all the time. And back then, before it all went to shit, maybe it was true. Lately, though, I was born to spiral into despair and throw my career as an elite fighter pilot down the drain.

      And that sweltering July morning, without a home, without a will to do anything, I was at rock bottom.

      “I miss you so much it hurts, baby,” I said to the empty room, as I had so many times before.

      But this time was different. Every hair on my body stood up, and the crackle…no one will ever believe me. There was a charge, and like static electricity, I felt a jolt.

      And I heard her. “Where are my roses, Jonah?”

      I swear on everything, the voice was not in my head. Rachel spoke to me that wretched morning in that shitty VOQ room at Nellis Air Force Base. Out loud.

      I swung around in disbelief – was I dead? Had I truly managed to find the courage to off myself and be with her the night before? Of course, the room was empty. Where are my roses, Jonah? I repeated in my mind.

      “Rachel, I’m sorry. I love you so much – and I failed you. I killed you… I killed us…”

      Once more, the soft lilt of her perfect voice filled the room.

      “It’s time, Jonah. I love you, and it’s time. Go get my roses.”

      And you might think I’m nuts, or delusional, or so drowned in my all-consuming grief that I couldn’t separate fantasy from reality. Think what you will, but I can tell you this, years later; that morning Rachel came to me with a purpose, and that purpose was Hannah.
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        * * *

      

      I met Rachel Morehouse at a deli while I was going through pilot training in the tiny, sticky town of Columbus, Mississippi. Never did I want to meet some southern belle and fall in love during the all-encompassing turmoil that was learning to fly a military jet, and afterward, a fighter plane. But I did.

      Then again, I didn’t decide. She did. I’d say fate, but I didn’t really believe in fate or destiny. I did believe in the power of her will. Over a mediocre turkey and swiss sandwich at a place called Peppers Deli & Market, we became inseparable. Despite the objections of my family, hers, and about everyone else, we got married months later. They all said she’d be a distraction, but the truth is that without her I’d have been lost. Rachel was my biggest cheerleader, the support I needed to truly excel.
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        * * *

      

      I opened the door and squinted in the harsh Vegas sun. Despite all the time I’d spent there, that jolt of searing light always shocked me. I felt around my shirt for my sunglasses, like a vampire opening his coffin at noon or something.

      Ray Bans on, I shuffled in my heavy boots outside to make my way down the road toward the Nellis Base Exchange, or BX as we all called it. Of course, I should have driven in that heat – but I couldn’t be bothered to find my car keys. And, let’s be honest, I smelled like a distillery and even I am not stupid enough to risk a DUI.

      Seconds through the door of the sprawling mini-mall that was the BX, some asshole grabbed my arm.

      “Oh hey, Danno – ‘sup?”

      Yeah, he didn’t like that one bit. Although I was at Nellis because of my connection with my commander, the second in command, our DO (aka Director of Operations) Lieutenant Colonel Daniel “Danno” Mortensen wanted me flayed open with a dull Spork and slowly nibbled to death by buzzards.

      “’Sup, dickhead, is that you look like shit.”

      I glanced down – yeah, my outfit was sketchy at best. “Jeans, boots, what’s wrong?”

      He puffed out his beer belly, presumably to show me his crisply ironed polo shirt. “You reek of bourbon for one thing.” He took a long, exaggerated sniff at the air.

      “Meh,” I said, swatting at the air as if it were full of gnats. “I don’t drink—”

      “You aren’t Major Jonah Jones, known colloquially as Whaler, who happens to possess two alcohol-related LORs and an Article 15?”

      I waved him away again, as if my paperwork was trivial. (It wasn’t.) “I was going to say, I don’t drink bourbon. That’s pure scotch you smell. Must’ve spilled some on my jacket last night.”

      He glanced at my jacket with a sneer. “Speaking of the jacket – in July, no less. As an officer in the United States Air Force, next time let’s wear seasonal clothes on base in public. Even in our civilian attire, we should reflect the dignity of our rank.”

      “Seasonal? Is that in the regs?” I looked down again – refusing to acknowledge the absurdity of heavy Doc Marten boots, a leather jacket, and yesterday’s jeans in the middle of Nevada summer. It was all that was within reach that morning, and I’d been far too queasy to dig through the suitcase that I’d never unpacked for a change of clothes. Again, I really didn’t care about much of anything and didn’t particularly plan to live long enough for it to matter.

      “Major, I dare say if you don’t clean up your act, trouble will find you.”

      I tried to casually chuckle, but it came out louder than I expected. Three ancient ladies wheeling carts full of their tax-free treasures craned their necks to steal a glance at the scene.

      With a cough, I cleared my scratchy throat. “Danno, you and I both know trouble’s already found me and stomped on my naughty parts with stiletto heels.”

      He glanced around like the snake that he was and hissed (yes, hissed) these words in my face. “I’m taking you down. I’ll have your wings, and then after that, Jones, I’ll have your commission.”

      I felt a jolt of anger, and then decided anger was too much emotion. “Screw you,” I spat out, my fingers forming a fist. (But I didn’t say screw – I said the much stronger word.) If I just hit this jerk in the middle of the BX, it would all be over. Yeah, a great way to go out, I thought. Worth it, totally.

      Jonah, where are my roses? I heard again.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Huh?” Danno asked, clearly confused.

      “Oh, uh, I thought you just said…” Rachel was determined to drive me to the insane asylum.

      “I said,” he leaned in close. “You’re done soon, Bro. One slip and it’s all over.”

      “It’s already over, asshole,” I grunted.

      “What did you say?” He leaned in closer, as if he couldn’t believe my level of apathy.

      “I said I’m late for church. If you’ll excuse me, Sir.”

      I brushed past him, determined to get this quest over with so I could find peace.
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      I circled the BX three times, no roses. Finding someone in a blue vest, I decided to just ask.

      “Roses?” she repeated with a squint.

      “There was a florist here once, where’d it go?”

      She shook her head. “Not anymore. You could try the commissary, but they’ve downsized it as well. You can still find cartons of tax-free Camels, but not really flowers and such.”

      “Thanks,” I said, heading toward the exit. It looked like I’d be Ubering off base. I had no choice – roses seemed to be the only thing between me and complete insanity.

      Deciding to grab a bottle of whisky while I was there, I stumbled upon a small vendor stall. And then I froze.

      Roses for Rachel. There was my sign, clear as day.

      My entire body shook – and not from chronic dehydration. It was one of those little felt signs where you stick plastic letters into it, and it said Roses for Rachel, $25 each.

      Behind a small table, she sat.

      I didn’t even speak – I just stared at her. She was tiny, maybe four-foot-eleven, max. Her lean hand held a pair of pliers, and her tongue poked out over her pink lips as she worked. She was crafting copper roses – the most exquisite things I’d ever seen. They were feminine, beautiful, and infinitely strong – just like Rachel. And, I somehow knew, just like their freckled-face creator.

      It took several minutes for her to look up at me. A great salesperson she wasn’t.

      I was lost in her pale hazel eyes. Her hair was just shy of auburn with a wild wave to it, and she wore no makeup. When she smiled up at me, I knew I’d never be the same.

      “Oh sorry, Sir, I uh, get sort of preoccupied sometimes. Can I help you?”

      Yes, you can, the voice said. Her voice – Rachel’s voice. I felt my knees go weak.

      “Rachel,” I said, barely able to get the word out. I pointed to her sign.

      She raised an eyebrow, confused for a moment. “Oh,” she chirped, standing up and gesturing toward the small sign. “My mother-in-law, Rachel Green. Everything I do is for her.”

      We stared at each other in awkward silence until I finally reached for one of the roses. “I usually get her yellow.”

      “Oh, these are just copper colored. Not really anything I can make yellow…”

      “Oh, uh, yeah, of course.”

      “So would your wife like one?” She glanced at my wedding band.

      “One what?” I was so lost in her eyes that I couldn’t focus on anything else.

      “A copper rose. All sales go to support my mother-in-law and her struggle with Alzheimer’s disease.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s uh…terrible.” I scrounged through my jacket pocket and managed to pull out two twenties. “A rose, please. Here, keep the change.”

      She smiled wide. “Thank you. I hope she likes it!”

      “Yeah, me too,” I mumbled.
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        * * *

      

      It was after our first major fight that I started the tradition of the roses. It was an immature spat, something about Rachel spouting off to the commander’s wife. She was always feisty, and I was obstinate. We yelled, we threw a few things, and I stormed out.

      Stuck in the squadron for hours, in the vault with no cell phone, I asked the squadron admin to send my girl roses. When I arrived home at two in the morning, a giant bouquet of yellow roses sat spilling from a too-small Mason jar on our tiny kitchen table.

      “Hmm, yellow,” I remember worrying aloud. But when I climbed into bed next to her, exhausted, she wrapped me in her arms.

      “You smell like cookies,” I whispered into the dark room. It was nearly Christmastime, and I assumed she’d been baking.

      “Bath and Body Works on sale – Vanilla Bean Noel, I think it’s called. Too sweet?”

      “You are,” I said. “And I’m sorry for earlier.”

      Her legs wrapped around my waist. “Me too. Thanks for the roses.”

      “I told her to send red – but we were in the vault. I’m sorry, baby.”

      “I didn’t have a vase. Let’s get one, and whenever you bring me roses, I’ll know it means you love me.”

      As I sank into her, I said into her ear, “Roses every day for you, Rachel, because I love you every single day.”

      From that day forward, no matter where I was, I managed to send or bring Rachel some sort of rose. Even if it was in an email, a text, or scheduled from our florist, every single day she received a rose from me. And, always I hoped, she knew that regardless of how tense things might be between us, I loved her.

      At her funeral, wracked with grief and stoned out of my mind, I dropped a dozen yellow roses on her casket. And then my spiral downward began. I continued to fall into the abyss until once again, on that fateful summer day, she saved me.

      That night in my room, I stared at the popcorn ceiling, a giant crack snaking across it. The memory hurt so badly that once again, as I had so many times, I wanted to end it all. If only I believed in an afterlife, that I could be with her.

      Instead, I feared, I’d only leave this body with her memory and nothing more.

      I clung to that copper rose and the hope of a future where I could love again, and it kept me from going to the dark side until dawn.
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      The next night, I decided to wipe away the cobwebs and finally go to the Club with the boys. Staring in the mirror, under the florescent lights, I saw myself as I was. Not how I used to be – the debonair, cocky fighter pilot ready to take on the world. Back then, I was everyone’s heartthrob. There was no one I couldn’t charm. And better yet, I was the best fighter pilot on the planet.

      Now – well, I was still the best fighter pilot on the planet. But the eyes were a bit hooded, the face a bit drawn, the shadow a bit past five o’clock. Sure, I still had the same piercing blue eyes, the dirty blond hair, the square jaw that exploded ovaries. But I could see the effect of a year of binge drinking, a year of not giving two shits about myself or anyone else. A year of being consumed with grief, and even worse, of guilt, over Rachel.

      I was slowly killing myself. And now, it was time to get myself together and be the man she wanted me to be. As far as the copper rose girl, I was headed back there the next day.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, she’s kinda cute, right?”

      I scanned the dark Nellis Club for the source of Razor’s attention. “Who?”

      “Widow of that two-striper, the guy who got shot up in Afghanistan last year.”

      “Airman’s wife?” I raised one eyebrow.

      Razor pointed toward the side of the room. “Airman’s widow, asshole. Big difference.”

      “Yeah, still,” I said with a sigh. “Not worth even the…”

      And then I saw where he was pointing. Or to be more precise, who he was pointing at.

      It was her; the beautiful amber haired angel from the rose stand at the BX.

      The day before, I’d left with one of her exquisite creations wrapped in tissue paper. Back in my room, I’d poured the whisky down the drain and listened for her.

      Nothing.

      The room darkened around me, and still I sat in silence.

      “Rachel,” I begged. “Please talk to me again.”

      In the empty room, there was nothing but harsh silence. She was gone. But what was also gone was my craving to end it all and fly away to her. Clearly she wanted me earthbound a little bit longer.

      I’d fallen asleep in my boots that night, the copper rose wrapped in my hands. Maybe she wanted a real rose – yellow, her favorite. But I knew better. My darling Rachel sent me straight to Hannah Green that day.

      For the first time since the day I saw her mangled body in the carnage of her SUV, I slept without nightmares. I’d never forgive myself for her death, but maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t done.

      “Hey, Whaler, back to earth. Should I go hit on her?”

      “What?”

      “Gee buddy, what exactly are you on?”

      “Eh, just tired I guess. She’s the bartender?”

      “Slow on the uptake. Yes, the freaking bartender. She’s not my normal type.” He made a curvy sign with both hands. “But she’s cute. I could deal with an A-cup for a night or two.”

      “Uh, that’s Hannah Green. I met her the other day, Bro. We sorta had a connection. Give me dibs on that one.”

      He shook his head, bewildered. “You haven’t looked at a woman other than…” He paused, unable to speak of her. Razor lived around the corner from us during fighter training, and he’d adored her, too. Rachel and her epic southern cooking had always been popular with my buddies.

      “No, she was the only one for me. But this girl,” I gestured toward Hannah, who was serving a round of shots to some unruly flight students. “Something between us just connected.”

      He shook his head. “Wow. I did not expect that. I’ll give you two weeks then I’m moving in.”

      “Two weeks, mighty kind of you. I think, however, there’s no time like the present.” I set my beer glass on the sticky table and walked toward the bar.

      She looked at me from the cash register, her face draining of color as if she’d seen a ghost. “It’s you,” she said in a whisper.

      “It’s me.”

      We just stared at each other, the chemistry between us like the crackle of static electricity.

      “Well, uh,” she glanced toward the nametag on my flight suit. “Thanks for being so generous the other day, Major Jones.”

      “Jonah.”

      She nodded. “Jonah.”

      “Listen Hannah,” I said. “Do you think we could talk? I know it’s crazy, but I just feel like…”

      “Like you should go home to your wife?”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Wife?”

      “Oh my God,” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “You were buying her roses! My roses!” Pointing at my wedding band, she let out a long sigh.

      “She’s been gone a year. Car accident.” I glanced at my platinum band. My fourth wedding ring, actually. I’d managed to lose the first three, and it had become a running joke between us. Every time I got a new one, it was substantially more expensive than the plain sixty-dollar band we’d said I do with.

      “I haven’t been able to bring myself to take it off. But no, I’m quite single.”

      Her face softened. “I lost my husband not too long ago in Afghanistan.”

      “Hannah, I know this sounds forward, but there’s something between us. I need to get to know you better.”

      “I get off at midnight. Maybe a quick drink and we can commiserate on widowhood?”

      “Deal,” I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      I waited for her to close out her register, drinking only water. I wanted to be perfectly sober for Hannah.

      When she finally sat across from me, I decided to tell her the entire truth.

      “Hannah, this is going to sound crazy, but my wife’s name was Rachel. She spoke to me that morning I met you – she told me to bring her roses.”

      Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open but she said nothing.

      “I know it sounds insane, but I’m not talking about in my mind, or feelings and shit. It was out loud. She sent me directly to you.”

      She nodded. “I believe you about the voice. But, Jonah, send you to me for what?”

      “For another chance at happiness. At love.”

      “We can’t…we aren’t…what?”

      “You feeling nothing?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then can we just explore where this might lead? Can I buy you coffee or something?” I glanced at my watch, realizing I had zero pickup game. Coffee at midnight, idiot, I thought.

      And then it happened. In the still-buzzing club, I clearly heard her speak again. But this time, she didn’t speak to me.

      “Go with him, Hannah.” Hannah’s head jerked around, searching for the source of the voice.

      “Did you hear that?”

      She shook her head. But we both knew damn well that she did.

      “Hannah, something’s…”

      “Stop it, Major Jones!” She was shaking, her eyes nervously darting around the room.

      “Jonah,” I said quietly.

      She leaned in closer, as if I might shield her from the voices from beyond. “I’m afraid of all of this, Jonah,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Don’t be scared. Like I told you, it’s my wife, Rachel. She sent me to find you.” I paused to let her absorb my insanity.

      She gulped hard and nodded. “Yeah, I think I know that.”

      We stood up next to each other. I towered over her – this frail looking creature. She was ridiculously younger than me. I doubted that we had anything in common. And yet, standing there looking into her eyes, I knew I was home. I knew at that very moment that not only had Rachel forgiven me, she was giving me a second chance. No, not giving me. Demanding it of me.

      I let my hand drift to Hannah’s shoulder. Her face was so pale that her freckles emerged like the first stars at twilight. “Can we go some place and talk?” I asked.

      She nodded. Without a word, we headed out of the crowded club and toward the parking lot. There was no hesitation when I opened the passenger door of my Corvette, the epitome of a fighter pilot cliché.

      As I shifted out of park, it dawned on me that I probably shouldn’t take this exquisite creature to my trashed room.

      “Uh, it won’t look that cool if I take you to my—”

      “My apartment at Eagle Trace then.”

      I nodded and headed toward the front gate. “Yeah, cool. Oh and hey, despite the messed up thing I am now, I am a gentleman.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Levi just told me to take you home and tell you our story.”

      “Levi?” I raised one eyebrow. Was this chick nuts? She had a dude at home?

      “My husband, Levi. I told you they blew him up in Afghanistan last summer. Friendly fire, we all know it but Big Blue denies it, of course.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that.”

      “Then I’m right?” I could see her staring at me in the dashboard lights.

      “Probably. I honestly don’t know, Hannah. Shit gets tricky out there.” We pulled into the gate, and she directed me toward her unit.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want a drink?” she asked from across the tiny kitchen island.

      I felt my hand shake, my mouth salivate. There was almost nothing in the world I wanted more than whisky at that moment. Almost nothing.

      “No, I’m good. Coffee maybe? I feel like it’s going to be a long night.”

      She glanced around the tiny space of her apartment, as if our dead spouses might magically appear. When no apparitions surfaced, Hannah opened a drawer and popped a coffee pod into the maker.

      “I don’t have any cream or sugar or whatever people add. I don’t really drink it. This was a wedding gift.”

      “Just black. Thanks.”

      “Does he talk to you a lot? Levi?”

      She stared into the stream of the dark roast gurgling into the mug.

      “Never before. It was the day you bought the rose; that morning. He told me it was time to let Rachel go and live my life.”

      I shuddered a little at hearing her name from Hannah’s mouth. She handed me the steaming cup and gestured toward her small sofa. After setting the coffee cup down on a side table, I reached a hand toward her. I suspected it wasn’t exactly going to be a night of romance, but I needed to touch her.

      Nervously, she took my hand and let me pull her close on the sofa. “Okay,” I said with a loud exhale. “So your Rachel? Tell me about her again.”

      Her head nuzzled into my chest, as if seeking safety. “Levi’s mother.”

      “And the roses…?”

      “I made the first one as a gift to her when Levi and I were first dating. My own family is, well, a story for another time. But Levi’s mom was the closest thing to a mother I’ve ever had.”

      “Was?”

      “She has Alzheimer’s.”

      “Ah, that’s right. I’m sorry.”

      “She doesn’t even know who I am now.”

      I pulled her even closer, and she didn’t resist.

      “So you do the roses for her?”

      I heard her sniffle, and an ache inside me wanted to take away her pain. And then I realized another truth – for the first time since the night Rachel died, the crushing guilt I’d felt was gone.

      “I love making them; it keeps me sane. The money I raise from the rose stand all goes to her. Insurance pays for hospice care, but I pay for the extra things she needs. There’s an experimental drug that they won’t pay for. My goal is to maybe be able to get a trial for her.”

      “I see. And the bartending?”

      “It pays the other bills, along with the benefits I get from the Air Force.”

      “But you said Levi told you to let her go?”

      “It was out loud, just like we heard her tonight. He said, ‘Hannah, let Mom go, let me go. The rest of your life is about to start.’”

      I shuddered against her. I didn’t believe in much, and I certainly didn’t believe in ghosts. But yet…

      “But yet this is powerful between us, Jonah. I’m terrified of it, but at the same time I feel like I’ve waited for you for so very long.”

      “I never thought I’d feel anything again.”

      “But we just met, and we’re so very broken.”

      “We were meant to be, Hannah. I’ve wanted to get to know you from the moment you handed me Rachel’s rose. She sent me to you. And Levi spoke to you for a reason.”

      Her body tensed as she twisted her face up toward mine. “We’ll never stop loving them!”

      I took her face into my hands. She was so angelic, so pure. Another angel sent to me from my angel – I knew that. I still do.

      “Hannah, loving each other doesn’t mean not honoring them.”

      “L-love? This is all crazy - we just met!” Her body betrayed her words of resistance. The more she wanted to pull away, the more our bodies melded into each other’s.

      “I knew I loved Rachel the second she handed me my sandwich one scorching day in a deli in rural Mississippi. She knew, too.”

      Hannah took a deep breath and pressed her forehead into mine. “Levi and I  knew, too. Instantly. And it was perfect. But we only had less than a year! There wasn’t time for reality to set in.”

      My lips grazed hers. This was right, this was real. I wasn’t about to let fear stop me. “Well, we went way past reality. It got downright ugly between us. So ugly that one rainy night she stormed off into the night. I can still hear the squeal of her tires.”

      “Everyone fights…” Her upper lip quivered, so close to me that I could feel it.

      “Oh, we fought. She wanted kids, I didn’t. My career was always first, that was the biggest thing. I stupidly thought I could put flying first, my wife second. It took us to the brink at times, but yet we still never let go. There wasn’t one day that I didn’t send her a rose, in one capacity or another. We never stopped loving, Hannah. We never will.”

      Her lips met mine again, before she pulled away as if she’d been burned.

      “It’s too much – I never want to feel that intensity again. It’s too hard!”

      “This is real. I’m not letting it go because we might get hurt.”

      Our arms wrapped around each other. I was never letting her go.

      “Jonah, how did she…?”

      “Die. You can say die.”

      She nodded, her eyes wide in anticipation.

      “Yesterday, I would have told you I killed her.”

      She gasped for a second in shock. “No!”

      My nose grazed against hers. “But tonight, I know that she died in a horrific car accident. A freak thing, random. We had a big fight over my work schedule. I howled at her that I had no time for a family. She grabbed her keys and stormed out. In the rain on the desolate interstate, the semi couldn’t stop in time and she died in an instant.”

      Tears streamed down Hannah’s perfectly freckled cheeks. “It wasn’t your fault!”

      “No, it wasn’t. If I had it all to do over again, I’d make so many changes. I’d put her first; I’d cherish her every second. But no, I realize now that her death was not my fault.”

      “I don’t know where to go from here, Jonah.”

      “Let’s start here,” I said, pulling her in for a kiss so deep, so true, that neither of us questioned our connection.
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      Well, we didn’t question it that night, anyway. Until sunrise, we were able to cast away the doubts and become one. Our connection was so intense, so spiritual, that I was sure nothing would ever come between us.

      But, of course, real life is often different than movies.

      “I just…it’s too soon, Jonah.” She sat at the end of her bed as the morning sun streamed in.

      “Too soon for what, Hannah?” I waved my hands across the sheets we’d rolled in for hours in ecstasy. “This?”

      She shook her head. “No! I don’t feel bad about the physical stuff… But us. The emotion – it’s too much too soon. Let’s just slow it down a little.”

      I took a deep breath. “No, it’s all or nothing with me. I don’t do slow. I nearly killed myself the other day, and today, I’ve found love again. I’m sorry, Hannah, I have no intention of not going all in.”

      “I need time…”

      I crawled across the bed and took her in my arms – where she belonged. “One thing I’ve learned from all of this – we’re not guaranteed time. Today, now, that’s all we can be sure of.”

      Our bodies fell together once more, forgetting our doubts and the world outside her door.
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        * * *

      

      We awoke to the buzz of her phone on the nightstand.

      “Oh my God, yeah, I’ll be right there,” she said to the caller.

      I reached for my jeans, still on the floor from our frenzy to get skin-to-skin the night before. “Where are we going?”

      “Oh, no, I’ll…I need to do this alone.”

      “You’ll never be alone again.” I meant it.

      She sighed and nodded. “Okay, it’s Rachel, she’s missing again.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Again? Missing?”

      “They don’t watch her well enough. I was going to put an alarm on her door, but I didn’t quite have the money yet.”

      I hopped up and grabbed my shirt from a chair. “Where do we start looking?”

      She paused for a moment, as if to argue, then gave in. She was already learning how obstinate I can be. “Uh, she usually escapes down to a nearby gas station for cigarettes.”

      “Let’s start there. I’ll drive.”

      “Good, because I don’t have a car,” she said from behind me.

      As we rolled out of her parking lot, I asked, “No car? Isn’t that rough?”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “But I sold it the last time they wanted to put her on some therapy that Medicare wouldn’t cover.”

      “How do you get to work?”

      “I walk – it’s not far.”

      “In this neighborhood? Hannah!”

      “I’m fine, Jonah. I Uber back from the club after dark or if the weather is bad.”

      “Unacceptable. We need to get you safe wheels.”

      “Protective, much?” she chuckled.

      “You have no idea,” I said, pulling on to Nellis Boulevard and heading toward the coordinates she’d plugged into the GPS.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at the gas station far too quickly for Hannah’s nerves. Fingernails dug into the dash, she’d pretty much yelled at me the entire way.

      “What?” I said with a shrug as I stomped on the parking brake.

      “Do you always fly that low, Major Jones?” She narrowed her beautiful eyes at me.

      “You do realize, Miss Green, that I operate a fifty-million dollar fighter plane within three feet of another multi-million dollar jet at over five-hundred miles per hour at six miles high in the sky? I think I can handle whipping around Grandpa in his minivan.”

      “Okay, point taken, but I’m not sure I can handle the G-force from your turns, Jonah.”

      I leaned in and kissed her. “I could try to take it easy, but it would be far more fun to just swipe you a G-suit and mask from Life Support.”

      “Thank you,” she laughed, the most effervescent sound I could imagine. “Now let’s go see what this jerk-face facility director has to say.”

      “Jerk-face,” I teased, pressing my forehead into hers. “Such strong language from a lady.”
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        * * *

      

      The day only got worse for Hannah. After four hours of searching, hand in hand, the call came from the director of the hospice center. Hannah’s beloved mother-in-law, her last and only link to Levi, was found in a drainage ditch less than a hundred feet away.

      Later Las Vegas police determined from an eyewitness that Rachel had wandered out the rear entrance to follow a stray cat. She lost her footing and slid down the steep, concrete grade. It was over a hundred and ten degrees that afternoon and she’d quickly succumbed to heat exhaustion.

      Hannah was inconsolable that night.

      “I have nothing left,” she said into the darkness of her bedroom.

      Pulling her close, my heart broke for her. “You have me.”

      “What is this, Jonah? With us? I barely know you; you barely know me.”

      “No one’s ever known me the way you do.”

      “She did.”

      “No, she didn’t. I loved her deeply, but she didn’t know me. That’s why it was always so very turbulent. It’s why she came back – to point me in the right direction. Your direction.”

      “I’ve never felt anything this strong,” she said with a sniffle. “It can’t be real.”

      “It’s the realest thing, Hannah.”
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      She was calm throughout the cremation and the settling of her mother-in-law’s small estate. We were closer than ever, and within weeks I’d pretty much moved into to her tiny apartment. For the first time in years, I was happy.

      Even at work, my star was once again rising. Danno seemed to have bigger things on his mind and was pretty much leaving me alone. Without my nightly whisky binges, the others in the squadron respected me again. I’d love to say it was happily ever after, but of course, that would be too easy.

      One evening, we were meeting at our favorite Italian place before she went to work. I’d had a shitty day, and I couldn’t wait to see her. By the time I changed and left the squadron, I was half an hour late.

      She was at the table, a bottle of red wine half empty in front of her. As she looked at me, her face lit up.

      “Jonah, I was worried sick!”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. I should have texted or whatever. I suck at that.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me as I sat down across from her. I reached for her hand, but she pulled away.

      “No, Jonah, I was freaking out.”

      “It’s half an hour, baby. I had a mask malfunction and had to fill out a report with—”

      I knew, in that instant, I’d said the entirely wrong thing. Hannah had been married to a young airman – and he had nothing to do with actual flying. Rachel had been raised as an Air Force brat; nothing fazed her. But Hannah….

      “Wait, what? What does that mean? A mask malfunction?”

      “Oh, it doesn’t matter, just standard shit that happens. Next time I’ll call or text if I’m running late – I swear.”

      “When do you deploy again?” she asked. Her hands were wrapped in a ball and her face was pale.

      “Oh, uh, not with this squadron at all, we just play aggressor for war games. We don’t deploy.”

      “Mm hm,” she said, her lips drawn together in a tight line. “And your next assignment? How does that work?”

      She’d been an enlisted spouse for a brief period of time – she had no clue how the officer world did things.

      I reached for the bottle of Chianti and filled my glass. “I just got here, so I have about two and a half years here at Nellis.”

      “And after that?” There were tears in her eyes.

      “After that, I’ll get a kickass assignment back in an Ops squadron – you know, killing bad guys and defending freedom.”

      “Ops?”

      “Operational. I was born to be out there, Hannah. Tip of the sphere, not sidelined as a support act for Red Flags.”

      “Jonah…”

      “You’ll go with me! Oh my God, is that what you’re worried about? I love you, Hannah. I’m never leaving you behind.”

      “You will leave me behind. Everyone has.”

      “What? Hannah, no – listen, I’ll marry you tonight. Now.”

      “That’s not what I meant, Jonah. You almost died today! I can’t do this.”

      I laughed, still not realizing how serious that moment was. “Aw, baby, no – equipment fails all the time.”

      “Equipment fails all the time!” she repeated, her small hand slamming down on the table.

      “Hannah, honestly, I’ve cheated death so many times that—”

      And that was the exact wrong thing to say.

      “I don’t want to be a with a pilot. Never again will I sit home and wait for them to come to my door and tell me…” Tears flowed down her face.

      I knew then I was losing her. “I could maybe get a desk job next or something.”

      A weak smile wiped across her face. “I would never do that, ask you to change. Jonah, I just need space. Please – this is all too much for me right now. Let me think.”

      “We’ve both already done too much thinking. It’s time for us to live!”

      She pushed her chair back and stood. “Don’t come over tonight, okay? Promise me.”

      “Hannah—”

      “Don’t!” she said sharply.
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        * * *

      

      She wouldn’t answer my calls or my texts. Finally, I took to sitting at the bar at the club across from her each night she worked. She’d ignore me, but I just wanted to be close to her.

      I knew she felt as strongly as I did, so I’d sit there and sip water. Yes, water. Those long nights, my sole intention was to get her back. But she wouldn’t even speak to me. Every night she worked, I followed her home. I wouldn’t go back to base until I saw her door close and the lights turn out.

      One night about a week after she’d left me, though, I decided to trade my water from something stronger. My former squadron, one I’d deployed with to Iraq and Afghanistan, was in town for exercises. We were tight, as those who get shot at together always are, and I decided to let my guard down a little.

      Shot after shot later, I was wasted. And that’s, of course, when my DO chose to mess with me.

      “Up to no good again I see, asshole.” There stood Danno, and his face looked like he’d sucked a thousand lemons.

      “Jusssttt a few drinkks wiff da boys,” I slurred.

      “Drunk and bloody. Very becoming for a field grade officer in public, I must say.” He glanced down at my ripped jeans, the dried blood from a wicked round of Crud crusting over.

      “Just a game with the boys…weren’t you in the Panthers once? Oh, nevermind, I forgot you haven’t done much actual warfare. Desk work, right? Playing it safe back home with the fam while we were getting shot at by shoulder-fired missiles.”

      His puffy hands stroked his starched, ironed flight suit. “Watch yourself, Whaler.”

      I knew I’d gotten to him when he used my call sign, which he never had before. But I never knew when to stop. “Did you have that dry cleaned? It looks…crisp.”

      His face red, he nearly spat the words into my face. “Screw you, Jones. Wouldn’t your wife still be alive if you had an ounce of self-respect? What was her name…I forget…”

      His eyes rolled to the ceiling, his stupid finger parked on his lower lip. Like a volcano, I could feel myself about to erupt. “Don’t you say her—”

      And then he said it. “Rachel.”

      That was all I needed to punch him in his stupid face as hard as I possibly could. And lucky for him, I was inebriated enough not to break his ugly nose. A boxer throughout college, I certainly could have done a shit-ton more damage sober.

      But it was bloody – far bloodier than my gashed up left leg, that’s for sure. Even worse, as Danno fell to the ground, I saw her run to us. Hannah – she saw the whole thing.

      Ten of my buddies nearly carried me out the door of the club. They must have gotten me to my room, but I sure as hell don’t remember it. Just before passing out, fully clothed, on top of the bed – I heard her one more time.

      “Tomorrow, Jonah, go get my roses.”

      “I can’t,” I begged. “She won’t talk to me.”

      “She will. Sleep it off, clean up, and go get my roses from Hannah. A dozen copper roses – and it’ll all be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I got up and showered, shaved, put on actual clean clothes, and headed toward the Base Exchange. There wasn’t much hope in me; she’d ignored my calls and texts and wouldn’t even look at me in person. But Rachel was relentless, and I wasn’t about to let her haunt me.

      It was Saturday and busy. With kids running everywhere, a packed food court, and an endless Starbucks line, I knew she’d be working her craft stall. I braved the coffee line, and caramel macchiato in hand, I watched her from afar.

      Twice she looked over at me, her expression unreadable. There’d be considerable fallout from my encounter with Danno, and I knew it. Punching your DO, your squadron’s second-in-command, in the face in the middle of the Nellis Club wasn’t something that would go unpunished.

      With my history, even though I’d managed to avoid major fallout for my prior screw-ups, I knew I was done career-wise. This time they’d take my commission, take my wings, and kick me out. But that was the very least of my concerns that morning.

      My goal was to talk to Hannah – to fulfill Rachel’s request. I had to have her.

      It wasn’t until an hour later when there was a break in her traffic. I walked up, determined to be near her at least one last time.

      “Major Jones,” was all she said. “How can I help you?”

      Her words were formal, but her eyes brimmed with tears. “I need a dozen roses,” I said.

      “Uh, what?” I think she expected a much more personal conversation, perhaps some mention of my circus-act the night prior. But Rachel told me to go get a dozen roses, and that’s what I focused on.

      “I-I…it’s been a really busy day.”

      “Yeah, payday. I saw the retirees wheeling out their cartons of cigarettes and gallons of tax-free vodka.”

      She smiled through her tears and nodded. “A dozen?”

      I waited until her eyes met mine. “Rachel asked me to get a dozen. She sent me.”

      The tears flowed over, down her face, as everyone began to watch. “I’m sorry about last night, Hannah, but the thing is I love you. Not because a ghost told me to, not because I’m lonely, and not because I’m at rock bottom. Because I’m not – for the first time in forever, I’m not. I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      A hard sniffle, the back of her hand across her nose, and a glance around at the gathering crowd, and she said words that were unexpected. I was hoping for, “I love you, too.” I was expecting, “Go to hell, Jonah.” What I got was purely my Hannah.

      “I don’t have a dozen left.”

      “Well,” I said. “I guess I’ll have to wait.”

      “I can’t just…I mean they take time. I have maybe two left.” She glanced toward her materials and back to me.

      “Like I said, I guess I’ll have to wait.”

      “Oh, um, I could probably have them for you in a week or so…” She was confused, but I wasn’t. I knew exactly what I was doing.

      “Hannah, I’ll wait with you for those twelve roses. And then, I’ll wait for twelve more, and twelve more. I can’t lose you again.”

      Another massive sniff and more tears before she reached for me. And then, finally, after everything, she said those magic words. “I love you, too, Jonah. Yes.”
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      The next morning, in her arms, I didn’t care about anything but us. At last, she was mine.

      Her index finger snaked across the tattoo on my chest. “Why the wings? I’ve always been curious.”

      “The last time they tried to take them, I decided to have them made permanent. They’ll never take these.”

      “No one’s taking your wings, Jonah.”

      “Danno will get it done, finally. My record is shit.”

      “But you’re good! I heard the guys in the bar talking. One of them said you were the best he’d ever flown with.”

      “It’s not about that anymore. I’m old-school. Now days they want guys who fall in line and are perpetually politically correct. Even before my downward spiral after Rachel died, I didn’t color between the lines. They want yes-men and any reason to toss me; he will get it done. Last night I gave him the fuel.”

      “Trust me on this one,” she said, her fingers reaching for me, bringing me to life again as she always did.
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        * * *

      

      I was two hours past my show time that next morning. And, of course, the first person I see is my commander.

      “Oh hey, Whaler, sorry about all the commotion. Do you think you could lead that four ship at thirteen hundred? The boys from Hill are out, and Razor is out sick with a case of the shits.”

      “Uh, what, bro?” Commotion? I was still flying?

      He raised his eyebrows, reminding me we were standing in front of the Ops Desk. “Oh, I mean, yes, Sir.”

      “Your twelve hours good?”

      “Yeah, I’m cool there.” He was referring to the twelve hour “bottle to throttle rule” – meaning you can’t fly within twelve hours of drinking.

      “Top notch,” he said with his signature thumbs up.

      I glanced toward the squadron admin – she always knew everything going on at Nellis. “Oh hey, Steph, are things…okay today? I mean have you heard anything about me?”

      “You mean your club performance, Whaler?” she answered with a bored snicker.

      “Yeah, that,” I answered quizzically. Had the universe turned on its side? Was Rachel watching over me like a guardian angel?

      “I think it’s cool.”

      “Cool?” This was seriously odd.

      “Yeah, um, talk to Danno or whatever, but I don’t think there’s any worries about it at the Wing. It always gets crazy when the Panthers are in town.” She never even looked up from her screen – and Stephanie Lawson knew everything that went on.

      “Bullshit,” I said out loud. Done hiding from life, I was taking the virtual bull by the horns.

      “I’d tell you, Whaler. You’re like my favorite and stuff.” She looked up at me from behind her glasses.

      “Only because I bring you lattes.”

      “Well, that and the whole bedroom eyes thing.”

      I grinned at her. “Let me know if you hear anything, okay?”

      She winked at me. “Should I text you? Ya know, like around midnight?”

      I winked back, always a flirt. “Sweet of you, but I have like a thing going on. Lattes tomorrow, though, I promise.”

      “And croissants?”

      I nodded. “With extra butter.”

      “Deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I knocked on Danno’s door, bracing for the heat I was about to get.

      “C’mon in,” he said absently from his large oak desk.

      He looked up at me, his face turning red for a second before he gestured toward a chair. “Ah, Major Jones. Can I help you with something?”

      I turned the chair backward, obstinately, and plopped down in it. There was a bandage across his nose – an obvious sign of damage from my drunken, enraged fist the night before. So I hadn’t exactly imagined the “commotion” of the night prior.

      “Sorry ‘bout your nose, Boss. I got carried away.”

      “Big time. But you know, tempers flared. I’ve given you a hard time lately, and I’m hoping there are no hard feelings.”

      No hard feelings? Carried away? This guy had been out to get me from the day I showed up in the squadron.

      “What gives, Danno? You’re not pressing this? A hundred people saw me clock you in the club last night.”

      He flinched, his fingers instinctively caressing his damaged nose.

      “Bygones, Whaler. Just tell your little minx to stick to her word, and we’re good.”

      “Rachel?” I was truly lost.

      He turned white, and I knew he sure as hell wasn’t talking about my ghost of a departed wife. “You mean Hannah?”

      His eyes widened, like a deer in headlights. “You tell her if she keeps her end of the bargain, I’ll keep mine!”

      “Ah, okayyyy….?”

      “I mean it. As far as I’m concerned, this is done. But she’d better destroy that evidence like she said she would last night.”

      “Evidence of…?”

      He slammed his fist on the desk, immediately rubbing it like the wuss he was. “Not here!” he said in a near hiss. He glanced around the room as if it were bugged. Okay, who am I kidding? The rooms are bugged – bugged and watched constantly by OSI, or the Office of Special Investigations.

      “Good doing business with ya, Boss,” I said, tossing the chair toward his desk.

      As I left his office, I shook my head in disbelief. The women I loved were truly my guardian angels.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I married Hannah in front of Elvis. There were three people in attendance, including the commander who’d brought me back to Vegas, and the organist who worked for tips.

      It was one of the two happiest days of my life.

      Earlier I’d asked her what she had on Danno.

      “Oh that,” she’d said casually. “He’s sleeping with General Stevens’ girl.”

      “The four star? That’s insane. Isn’t his wife like a million years old?”

      “His daughter. She’s legal but the Stevens would murder him. We have it on video – they’d sneak in the club’s storage room all last summer. We installed cameras back there after liquor bottles started disappearing. He’s not very nice to the staff, so we accidentally forget to delete his little porn-show.”

      “Wow, Danno! Who knew? That’s some messed up shit.”

      “Oh it’s worse – he’s a sick puppy. This isn’t normal, if you know what I mean. I simply let that jerk-face know last night after you left that I’d hate for that to get out.”

      “Jerk-face,” I repeated with a chuckle.

      She smiled up at me, her hazel eyes glistening in the fake LED candlelight. “I love you so much, Jonah. I hope we do them proud.”

      “We will, my darlin’ – we will.”

      I walked her up the aisle that evening, and I never looked back. Our future was bright, sure, but no matter what, it would have shined for eternity with Hannah. Our love wasn’t just ours; we shared it with those we loved before.

      The love symbolized by the roses brought us full circle. We would always share our love with those that we loved before. After all, they brought us together. They saved our lives that summer, and in turn, they live forever within us.

      “Thank you, Levi and Rachel,” we said in our vows that night. “Thank you for leading us home.”

      
        
        THE END
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          Sebastián

        

      

    

    
      I fought hard against my legacy. Denied my heritage with every breath in my body for nearly thirty years. I believed escape was possible.

      I was wrong.

      Los Muertos blood runs through my veins, the expectations and obligations of the powerful cartel an invisible, inescapable prison.

      And so, here I am.

      Making small talk with the privileged and powerful of Manhattan. Billionaires. Bureaucrats. Blue bloods. At the exclusive club I opened just a few months ago, in the heart of New York City, luxury and elegance wrap around me like a silken cocoon.

      Smooth.

      Suffocating.

      Membership is by invitation only. My invitation.

      Sixty-six stories above Fifth Avenue, this city’s most prestigious thoroughfare, I’ve created a playground for the wealthy and well-connected. Politicians mix with criminals, nobility with the notorious.

      My eyes briefly flick to the marbled gold logo on the wall. Reign.

      When I finally succumbed to reality—that I could either fight a losing battle or take control of the war itself—I chose to fight … and win.

      This is me, fucking winning.

      Los Muertos operations are no longer based in the Bronx, our influence not limited to drugs and various illegal enterprises up and down the East Coast of the United States.

      Since brokering a deal with Damon King, the unofficial ruler of Manhattan’s criminal underworld, I’ve changed the way Los Muertos conducts business. And by change, I mean: expand. Los Muertos still controls the vast majority of drugs that make their way to this city’s streets. But now we cater to a very powerful—and lucrative—segment of the market as well. Reign is the keystone of my plan.

      A plan that will weave Los Muertos interests into the most fundamental elements of this city’s infrastructure. Real estate, finance, media, construction. I intend to blur the lines between vice and virtue. Between illustrious and illegal.

      The woman who has been glaring daggers at the back of my neck as I work the room is part of my plan.

      She is less than thrilled with the situation.

      “Hello, Finley.” I finally make my way to the bar where Damion King’s second in command is perched on a stool, an untouched drink in front of her. Catching the eye of the bartender, a glass is immediately placed in front of me as well.

      “Sebastián.” My name slips from her lips, a throaty purr with a flinty edge.

      “Thank you for meeting me—”

      “Cut the bullshit. I’m only here because Damon couldn’t be.” Her aquamarine eyes narrow. “Which is the only reason I’m here.”

      True. I waited until I knew King would be unavailable to request this face to face meeting. But I keep my features impassive. “Trust me, not all obligations are unpleasant.”

      Also true. This is not the life I envisioned for myself. However, I am enjoying it.

      She scoffs and tosses her head, a silken tendril of dark hair breaking free from an upswept knot and sliding along the curved rise of her cheekbone. “Trust? I don’t trust you.”

      Of course, she doesn’t. Finley is no one’s fool.

      I glance around us, at the elegant, dark wood paneling gleaming beneath crystal chandeliers, at the floor to ceiling windows that boast three-hundred-and-sixty degree view of Manhattan. From this luxury skyscraper, it’s impossible not to feel the power I now wield. Ruthlessly.

      This shouldn't be an environment I take comfort in.

      I was born in Mexico. In a poor village far from any recognizable city.

      My mother was a teenaged maid, seduced—or maybe raped, although she'd never admitted as much—by an ambitious, mid-level gangster who rose to the top of the food chain by killing his competition one by one. My father.

      When I was ten, he sent me to New York with my mother. As the heir apparent, my older brother stayed behind, in Mexico. I am a second son, the backup, kept away from the danger inherent in remaining within sight of my father’s rivals.

      I grew up not far from here, on Fifty-Seventh Street. These days, it’s known as Billionaires Row.

      My father is still in Mexico, his influence fading. My brother, Joaquin, runs things below the border now. And he does it well.

      All my life, I wanted nothing to do with the cartel.

      Now, in my adopted city, I am Los Muertos.

      And everyone here knows it.

      Especially the woman in front of me.

      I toss the aged tequila down my throat and set down my glass on the mahogany bar, more loudly than I intended.

      The sound is a slap in the hushed room, momentarily breaking the ambiance provided by the hum of air filters and the steady stream of music pumped through hidden speakers. A medley of jazz and classical that has been resampled to create a sound that is both comfortingly familiar and entirely new.

      “Good,” I respond. “You shouldn’t.”

      We are separated by less than two feet, but the hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end, quivering like antenna before a storm. Measuring the change in energy. And there is something electrifying about Finley. Tall and thin, with thick, dark hair and a classically beautiful face. High forehead, arched brows that accent wide-set eyes of a startling aquamarine color. Her slim nose is upturned at the tip, her lips set in a permanent pout.

      My eyes make a leisurely sweep of Finley’s body, my appreciation obvious. Why hide it?

      Her neck is long and elegant. Her silk blouse leaves her arms bare, exposing the rise of her breasts. Her legs are crossed, the hem of her skirt rising well above the knee and offering a mouthwatering glimpse of long, lean thighs. So damn appealing.

      I clear my throat and bring my gaze back to Finley’s. “I’ve invited you to Reign several times. And I sent a membership key by private messenger last week.”

      “Is that why you waited until Aislinn was in labor to demand a face to face meeting with Damon, knowing he would send me?” Finley’s smooth skin flushes in anger. “Because I didn’t appear when summoned?”

      I don’t even bother with a lie. Finley will see right through it. “Yes.”

      For a split second, her imperious mask slips to reveal blatant surprise streaking across her expression. Whether at my answer, or the fact I didn’t deny her accusation, I’m not quite sure.

      But then she grabs the slim purse beside her untouched drink. “I don’t have time for this.”

      I place my hand atop hers, an invisible spark from the contact hitting me somewhere deep. “Stay. Please.”

      For a moment we both stare at our point of contact. Finley’s skin is fair, with just a hint of olive undertones. Mine is darker, a bronze that doesn’t come from the sun. Her wrist is small, the bones delicate. But there is a strength to her, a sheer force of will that has nothing to do with bone structure or muscle tone. In a fight, I’d give her even odds with a man twice her size.

      I pull my arm away, my thumb sweeping along her skin. “Have a drink with me.”

      She hesitates. “Why would I do that?”

      I shrug. “Why wouldn’t you?"

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She taps her fingernails over her chin, pretending to consider my question. “For a start, maybe because you lured me here under false pretenses.”

      I gesture at our elegant surroundings before catching the eye of the bartender. “Is it really such an imposition?” He refills my glass with my favorite tequila and then moves discreetly away. I hold it up, waiting for Finley to finally do the same with her cocktail of choice.

      She looks from my glass to hers before finally picking it up. We clink rims, and I watch as she takes a sip before I do the same. She licks at the liquor that clings to her lips and then lowers her voice. “I know the location of every camera and microphone in this club, Sebastián.”

      Finley’s boss is my silent partner in Reign. She created the necessary computer models and algorithms to analyze the captured data. It will not be used for blackmail though. That’s low-hanging fruit and would render this place useless once word spread.

      The relationships cultivated here at Reign, including all information gained, will be used to further Los Muertos interests in New York and serve as another avenue for Damon King to acquire influence.

      This place will be good for both of us.

      “All the more reason you should feel safe here.”

      She flashes me a look filled with a lifetime of skepticism and disillusionment. “You and I both know there is no such thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Finley

        

      

    

    
      Fear has a taste. A bitterness that climbs up the back of my throat, each breath a sour, stale gust of humid air that coats my tongue and scratches at the roof of my mouth.

      I know what it is to be afraid.

      As a child, it was the first emotion I put a name to. An emotion that, for me, will always go hand-in-hand with hunger.

      Not hunger, as in, Meh, I could eat.

      The kind of hunger that made my stomach cramp from lack of food, painful rolling spasms as the organ turns itself inside out in search of sustenance. The kind of hunger that had me sniffing at every dumpster I passed for signs of a freshly tossed meal, or leftovers from a nearby restaurant. The kind of hunger that made my fingers twitch, my eyes scanning the city streets for potential marks.

      But hunger can be satisfied.

      Fear, on the other hand, never goes away. Not even now.

      I have plenty of money. I own my own apartment. Hell, I own the whole damn building. The most powerful man in New York City is not only my boss, he’s my brother in law. I love my job, especially since much of my time is spent helping women and children escape abusive situations.

      Much like how I spent the first decade of my own life.

      Fear. It is my old, all too familiar nemesis.

      But I am not afraid of Sebastián Cruz. Or any one person in particular.

      I have studied martial arts and can take down almost anyone, of any size (a fact that often irritates the men of King’s security detail). I can throw a knife and aim a gun with lethal accuracy. I can hack almost any technology or computer system.

      What I fear is not a person or a thing.

      It’s the unknown.

      Life is complicated. No matter how strong or smart or fast I am, there will always be someone stronger or smarter or faster. There are elements to every environment that are beyond my control, some that are beyond anyone’s control.

      Fear of the unknown is what keeps me up at night.

      And Sebastián Cruz is definitely an unknown.

      I cannot figure him out, which is all the more frustrating because he should be an easy read. Raised in New York. Posh, private schools. Drunk on privilege by the time he hit puberty. The man was an art appraiser for god’s sake. Sebastián should be soft, an intellectual with his head in the clouds.

      But he’s taken to Los Muertos like … well, a thug.

      A thug who wears his custom suits like he’s walking down a catwalk.

      A thug with an Ivy League degree and a black American Express card.

      A thug with an artist’s eye and a sculpted body.

      I study Sebastián now. Drinking in his rich, chestnut brown hair and pale green eyes. High cheekbones that taper to a generous mouth and strong chin. Broad shoulders and lean hips.

      My attention snags on a small reddish stain marring the snowy cuff peeking out from beneath his suit jacket. Blood, I presume. Word is that Sebastián has become just as violent as my boss. “You should probably get better at cleaning up your messes.”

      He frowns down at it. “Damn mole, gets me every time.”

      I lean in close, lowering my voice to a whisper. “My Spanish is a bit rusty, but don’t you mean sangre?”

      His lips twitch, dark eyes flickering over my face. “No. I don't. Authentic, home-cooked chicken mole. My favorite.”

      Instinct tells me to leave, but interest keeps me in my seat. “Home-cooked, huh? There’s someone slaving over a hot stove for you?” Surprise leeches into my question. I'd thought Sebastián was unattached.

      “I do, actually. Once a week.” A half-grin toys with Sebastián's mouth, like he doesn't actually mind at all. “Command performance.”

      “Wow. That's quite an obligation.”

      “When an obligation is a pleasure, it's no problem at all.”

      “And what … you just eat and run? Some kind of woman you have.”

      “Well, I haven't lived with my mother in several years, so that's generally what I do after dinner.”

      I cough. “Your mother?”

      “You expected someone else?”

      My cheeks heat. I shouldn't be thinking about Sebastián's private life. I shouldn't be thinking about Sebastián at all. “Sorry to disappoint you, but your private life is of no interest to me.

      He pins me with a long, searching stare. “Do you play poker?”

      “Poker? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Humor me.”

      I release a sigh. “I have played, yes. But it's been a while.”

      “Well, you really shouldn't. Your face is too expressive. Anyone paying attention to you would pick up on your tells immediately. You would lose.”

      I briefly close my eyes. ”You have absolutely no idea what you're talking about.”

      “Really?” His scrutiny sears my skin. “And why is that?”

      “I grew up pulling cons. You only see what I allow you to.” As a rule, I don't speak about my childhood. At least, not until I started spending time with my half-sister, Aislinn.

      Somehow she managed to pull me out of my shell, and I've enjoyed getting to know her. And letting her get to know me. It's been kind of … nice to have a friend.

      I've never had one before.

      But she's been so preoccupied lately with the coming baby, it's almost as if words have bottled up in the back my throat and Sebastián's presence has loosened them.

      Opening up to him is a mistake I’m sure I will regret.

      “So right now, you want me to see your disdain?”

      The tips of my ears feel hot, but I resist the urge to rub at them. “Should I hide it?”

      He looks around. “We are in what some might call polite company.” At the last two words, he raises his hands to make air quotes.

      “That’s your opinion.”

      “And what’s yours?”

      I shrug my shoulders, trying to slip back into my normally aloof mode. Sebastián is getting under my skin, and I don’t like it. “Nest of vipers might be more accurate.”

      The bartender catches Sebastián's eyes and he gives a subtle nod. Both our glasses are replenished.

      “I wasn't planning to have another drink.”

      “So don’t.” He picks up his glass and tilts it toward me before putting the edge to lips that are too prone to smiling for my comfort. Sebastián is charming, his manners impeccable.

      To me, a scrappy kid raised primarily on the Lower East Side, it’s grating.

      I pick up my glass, draining half of it in one searing gulp. “What do you want, Sebastián?”

      His brows pull together over the bridge of his aquiline nose. “I want all of the data.”

      “You’ve got it,” I reply immediately. “Every conversation that’s triggered by one of the keywords you requested is put into a file accessible by you at any time. Are you having issues retrieving anything in particular?”

      “I want all of it, Finley. The raw data. Searchable by me, at any time.”

      “I’ll have to talk with Damon.”

      “I already did. My six-month trial period is over. I’ve held up my end. I’ve done everything I promised. I’m sick of being kept on a goddamn leash.”

      Limiting Sebastián’s access to Reign’s recordings was my idea. I don’t trust him, and nothing about our conversation tonight has changed things.

      I manage a nod, although I don’t intend to do anything until I speak with Damon myself. “Fine.”

      “Good. Now that that’s done, we can enjoy the rest of the night.”

      I practically choke. “Ah, no. I’m leaving.”

      He lifts his half-empty glass. “I don't like to drink alone. Does the fact that we work together preclude you from having a drink with me?”

      “We don’t work together.”

      “How would you describe it then?”

      I lean forward, lowering my voice. “Cut the shit, Sebastián. I work for Damon. You requested this meeting, and now that it’s over, I’m leaving.” Before I can pull back, I catch a whiff of Sebastián's scent. Sandalwood and spice. An exotic, heady mix.

      “If you really wanted to leave, you would be gone already.” He turns his head, his eyes locking on to mine. “Come on, what’s the rush? Tell me about yourself.”

      A low laugh trickles from my lips as I shake my head, hating that he’s not wrong. ”I don't think so, Sebastián. We are not trading intimacies.” More than I have already.

      “Not into sharing, are you?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Silence settles between us, the air crackling with the energy that has imbued our conversation. The words said. Even more, those left unsaid.

      The bartender refills our glasses for the third time. I don't stop him, but I don't reach for my glass either.

      “Next week. You. Me. Chicken mole.”

      I never attended prom in high school, never had a boyfriend who would pick me up at my door, never had someone to hold hands with as I walk down the street. I’m not a nice, ordinary girl. And I’m sure as hell not interested in finding a nice, ordinary guy.

      I glance at Sebastián sideways, feeling sure that there is some degree of sarcasm in his statement. But if there is, I can't see or hear it. “Where … your mother’s?”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not?” I sputter. “I'm not exactly the type of girl men bring home to their mothers.”

      “There’s a type?”

      “Yes. And I'm not it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I'm not a good girl.”

      “And I’m a good guy?”

      I eye Sebastián up and down. “Hardly.”

      His deep throated chuckle caresses my ears like the finest velvet. “And yet, here we are. Together.”

      I should leave. I know this. I don't trust Sebastián. I don't even like him.

      I don't even like that he's invited me home to meet his mother. I mean, who does that?

      Any involvement, beyond Reign, is a bad idea. Sebastián Cruz is a criminal.

      Technically, it's all I've known. My father was a criminal. My mother is a criminal.

      I am a criminal.

      Unlike either of my parents, however, I am a successful criminal. No arrests. No convictions. No jail time. I have a squeaky-clean record. And I intend to keep it that way.

      The problem is, I can't be with a regular guy either. Too much risk. Too many questions I can't answer. Too much unknown.

      Just. Sex.

      That's all I allow myself.

      Orgasms. Occasional physical interactions.

      Nothing more. Nothing less.

      I take another look at Sebastián, lust rushing through my veins. Christ. He's exactly my type. Tall, dark, and…

      The damn man passed handsome miles ago. There's an elegance to Sebastián's features, a cockiness that clings to the set of his shoulders and the way he wears a suit. Like he just walked off a Milan catwalk. A fuck you confidence that has me practically drooling.

      Sebastián interrupts my thoughts. “Is there someone waiting for you? Some guy warming your bed?”

      I can’t hold back the bark of laughter that leaps from my throat.

      He frowns. “Did I say something funny?”

      “No,” I respond, sobering. “I just don’t do that in my apartment.”

      “You don’t do … what?”

      I lick my lips. Shut up, Finley. Don't say it. “Fuck.”
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      “You don't fuck in your own apartment?” I've schooled my expression into an impassive mask. Had I been talking to anyone but Finley, I would think her admission was designed for shock value. But she appears irritated, and not just with me. With herself.

      She sits up straight, belatedly prim. “We are not discussing my sex life.”

      “Why not?” I flash her my most charming smile. “Your sex life sounds pretty damn intriguing to me.”

      “Clearly, you’re not getting enough action in your own, Cruz.”

      Bull's-eye. Since taking over as the head of Los Muertos in New York, I've kept my sexual interactions to the bare minimum.

      Last year, I thought a woman would be my ticket out of this life. Aislinn Granville. My old crush from high school. Finley’s half-sister. And now, she’s married to New York City's most notorious crime boss, Damon King.

      But I was never attracted to Aislinn the way I am to Finley. I felt a connection to Aislinn because, like me, she was raised as the daughter of a powerful man, attempting to navigate the expectations forced on her since birth.

      Though they share a bloodline, Finley was raised as the daughter of an imprisoned mob boss. I didn’t know her growing up, but there is a wildness to her now, a take-no-prisoners tenacity that drew me in from the moment I first met her.

      I’ve fought the attraction for months. But I’m sick of fantasizing about Finley every damn time I take a shower.

      I’ve embraced my legacy and now I want to embrace her, too.

      That’s not all I want … but Finley’s not ready to know the full extent of my plans. Yet.

      “You’re right. What’s that expression—all work and no play …”

      “Resorting to clichés now?”

      “I express my creativity in other ways.”

      An unmistakable flare of attraction brightens Finley’s gaze for the briefest of moments before she blinks it away. “Good for you.”

      I cock my head to the side, silently appraising her. Finley’s sex appeal is not overt. It’s a subtle glaze that mists her poreless skin, an ethereal glow that originates from somewhere deep inside her. So damn intriguing.

      “What if it could be good for you?”

      She holds my gaze for a moment, the breath stilling in my lungs. And then she reaches for the vase sitting just to her left, sliding it in front of her. A bouquet of white flowers explode from the top of the glass in a verdant arrangement.

      She plucks a single rose from the mix and pulls it out, sniffing it briefly before twirling it with her fingers. “Do you like flowers, Sebastián?”

      “Objectively speaking, yes. Although it’s not really something I’ve ever thought about.”

      “I’m not much of a flower person, myself. It seems like a lot of money and time are wasted on something that will wilt and die in just a few days. I do like roses though.” She extends the bloom toward me. “They are beautiful, don’t you think?”

      I nod, wondering where she’s going with this.

      Her fingertips run up and down the stem. “It’s not the flower that I find beautiful though. It’s the thorns.”

      “There are no thorns on that rose,” I observe.

      “No. They’ve been stripped off. The only protection this beauty has, and it’s been stolen.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a bouquet of roses that still have their thorns.”

      She plucks at the petals, creating a silken stack on the mahogany bar top. One by one. “My middle name is Rose. Finley Rose Byrne.”

      “It’s a beautiful name.”

      She doesn’t acknowledge the compliment. “My mother used to say it would have been more accurate to name me Thorne.”

      “Because of your sharp instinct for self-preservation?”

      “Hmm. I think I prefer your theory to hers, actually.” Finley’s hands momentarily still, the corners of her mouth pulling down. “My mother was a little more to the point. Anyone who gets close to you will have blood on their hands and regret in their heart.”

      I grunt in surprise. “Not much of a confidence booster.”

      She sets the last petal on the little pile she’s built. “Well, she has a unique way of imparting her opinions.”

      “Are you trying to warn me off? Discourage me from getting too close?”

      “I suppose I am.” She looks up at me. “Have I succeeded?”

      A breath of time passes as we study each other. Two opponents taking stock of each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Our respective thorns.

      “No, the opposite. You’ve failed. Miserably.”

      A tiny vein pulses, almost imperceptibly, at Finley’s temple as she holds my gaze. I wish I knew what was going on inside her complicated mind. I don’t. But I do know that the attraction I’m feeling isn’t one-sided. Finley’s haughty resistance is more habit than anything else.

      If we were strangers, meeting tonight for the first time, we’d already be pressed up against the nearest wall.

      But the fact is, I am business partners with Damon King. Our bond is short and shallow. Finley’s ties to the man are long and go back years, decades. Right now, our interests are aligned … mostly. But that could change at any time. Tomorrow or next month or next year.

      If King crosses me, or I cross him—which is probably only a matter of time—it’s in my best interest if I can walk away clean.

      I should resist the urge to touch Finley. Resist the desire to kiss her and fuck her until my mouth is swollen and aching and my cock is limp.

      But Finley is the only woman whose ever made my blood run hot and my heart beat fast. And I’ve lost so fucking much because of my family, because of Los Muertos. I refuse to lose her, too.

      Actually, not even lose. To give up before I’ve tried.

      So I press forward. “Since no one is waiting for you, what will you do after you leave here? Will you go home, or back to work?” I lower my voice to a gritted whisper, leaning closer. “Or somewhere else, perhaps. Maybe a dark, seedy bar … looking for someone to soothe the ache between your thighs.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Finley’s denial is rendered moot by the way she shifts in her seat, uncrossing and then re-crossing her legs.

      I set a hand over her knee, my fingers deftly caressing the delicate skin behind it. “What if I tell you I have every intention of fucking you until even your thorns become roses?”

      She hesitates for a moment before answering. “I’d say, in my experience, men who make promises like that are incapable of delivering.”

      Clarity sharpens my vision, allowing me to see beyond Finley’s beautiful face and bombshell body. I see the tangle of insecurity knotted beneath her skin, the reluctant hesitation that clings to each bated breath.

      She is a woman who uses discipline and intelligence to segment her world from chaos into order. She compartmentalizes her sexuality so it doesn’t touch any other aspect of her life. The fact that I’m not someone she can simply fuck and forget is an obstacle she doesn’t know how to overcome.

      And it only makes me want her more.

      “There’s just one way to find out for sure.”

      Finely pushes back her bar stool. “I’m good, thanks.”
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      I am not good. At all.

      Beneath the aloof mask I somehow manage to keep on my face, desire rushes through my veins, vibrating inside my bones as I stride through the club, ignoring the small clusters of those who use Reign to conduct their business affairs.

      Their business. And their affairs.

      I stop only out of necessity at the bank of elevators.

      But someone else beats me to the call button.

      “What are you doing?” I drag my eyes away from the sight of Sebastián’s long, elegant fingers.

      “Same as you.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Leaving.”

      “You didn’t seem in any rush a minute ago.”

      “That’s because you hadn’t left yet.”

      I step inside the elevator. “Goodnight, Sebastián.”

      He follows. “You’re coming home with me.”

      “Why would I do that?” I snap.

      “Because, unlike you, I have no qualms about fucking in my own apartment.”

      “I don’t fuck men I work with.”

      “According to you, we don’t work together.”

      Turning to Sebastián in frustration, I find that his eyes are already on me. Maybe they’ve been the entire time. “I was trying to be polite, but you’re making it impossible. I’m not interested. Is that enough of a reason for you?”

      A smile plays with his lips. “It would be … if it were true.”

      “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “Frankly, yes. Although the only person you’re lying to is yourself.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.” The doors open, and Sebastián makes a sweeping gesture with his arm. “After you.”

      I step out of the elevator, my heels tapping sharply on the marble floor. I’m so distracted that I don’t realize we’re not in the lobby until the doors close behind me.

      I spin on him. “You live here, in the building?”

      Sebastián’s lips twist in a wolfish grin and I sense something untamed deep within him. A feral predator lurking just beneath the veneer of private school privilege and custom-tailored clothes. “Convenient, isn’t it?”

      But if Sebastián is a predator, then I am his prey.

      And that is not true. I am a hunter, the same as him.

      Except that, for the first time in my life, temptation is turning my blood toxic.

      A steady drumbeat of it thrums within my chest. I want to call Sebastián's bluff. I want to feel his long, tapered fingers slide across my skin, taste his kisses on my lips.

      I want to feel the weight of his body on top of my own, the thickness of his cock filling the aching emptiness inside of me.

      Just then, my phone vibrates with an incoming text and I automatically reach inside my purse to retrieve it.

      

      Aislinn: Baby King is here! Too exhausted and happy to type. Come visit us tomorrow. xo

      

      I look up at Sebastián with a grin stretched across my face. “I’m an aunt,” I say, my voice a breathy admission of wonder.

      “Congratulations.” He inclines his head toward the elevator. “Still want to go home alone?”

      The world has one more person in it tonight, and somehow that makes the thought of going home to my empty apartment feel lonely. I could go back to the office, but that holds little appeal either.

      “I should,” I say, haltingly, wanting only the man standing in front of me.

      “But you don’t.” Sebastián steps toward me quickly, as if the band holding him back has been suddenly severed by an invisible force.

      I blink and the distance between us is gone, Sebastián standing so close to me that his warmth permeates my skin before we even touch.

      And then we do.

      His chin dips, his forefinger and thumb grabbing hold of my face and tilting my head to the perfect angle, our eyes meeting in an electrified clash. I take a breath just before my senses come alive with the flavor of tequila that tastes so much better on Sebastián’s tongue than in any shot glass. Fragrant and intoxicating.

      I moan as his hand curves around my jaw, his fingers pushing into the hair at the back of my neck and then moving upward, loosening the tight knot and setting it free. He growls something unintelligible against my lips, grabbing mounds of my hair within his fists, yanking just hard enough to pull a surprised gasp from my lungs.

      Sebastián pulls away, just far enough to meet my eyes, and whatever he sees in mine makes him smile. It pulls at only one corner of his mouth. A movement filled with warmth and need. And … something else. Something that makes me think Sebastián doesn’t want to want me. Or, more likely, it’s that he knows my loyalty lies with another man—Damon King—and always will.

      The power struggle and secrets between us are real. But so is the lust heating our blood like a charged wire.

      Before I can come to my senses, Sebastián pushes me up against the wall just behind me, the bulge in his trousers obvious as his mouth trails wet kisses along my neck. His teeth scrape my skin, biting down on the tender flesh and sending a flood of heat pulsing between my quivering thighs.

      A low, needy moan leaves my lips, proof that the last vestige of my resistance has been demolished under Sebastián’s less than gentle onslaught.

      “Uptight, always-in-control Finley likes it rough, huh?” His voice is a gritty rasp, his breath a caress against my collarbone.

      He’s right. I like to lose myself in sex. To be nothing like the woman I am at work. Surrounded by computers and colleagues, I am poised and confident. I can threaten men without flinching, watch them tortured without blinking an eye. I am the ultimate hard ass.

      Behind closed doors, however, I prefer to cede control to a man capable of controlling me.

      But very few men have ever been able to do that. And all of those were one-off experiences. With a professional.

      I’m not proud. But I’m not ashamed either.

      I deserve great sex. But I’ve never gotten it from any of the casual hook-ups I’ve met at a bar.

      Sebastián Cruz is pushing all of my buttons. It’s been a long time. Too long. And my willpower to resist him is …

      Gone.

      My hips buck upward of their own accord, my arms wrapping around Sebastián’s neck as he palms my breast, his fingers pinching my nipples through the thin lace of my bra.

      Jesus. Why are we still wearing clothes?

      As if reading my mind, Sebastián yanks at the hem of my shirt. It is tucked into the waistband of my skirt, but the silk slides up easily. His hands are impatient as he follows the neckline to the base of my spine, finding the button that marks the top of the keyhole back. There is a sharp sound as the small mother of pearl disc flies off, hitting the wall. Sebastián could shred my clothes for all I care.

      Finally, my shirt is pulled over my head, the cool air of his apartment hitting my overheated skin like a slap. But it’s not enough. I need to be naked. I need Sebastián to be naked. I need us to be skin to skin.

      I open my mouth to tell him to hurry, but before I can get a word out, I feel his hand clamp down over my neck, pressing hard just below my jaw.

      Cutting off my air supply.

      “No,” he growls. “You don’t get to set the rules or the pace. Tonight, you are mine.”

      I have no breath to answer, but it doesn’t matter. Sebastián captures my mouth in a fierce kiss, his tongue sweeping in and exploring every dark crevice.

      I kiss him back as my head swims, lack of oxygen stealing my composure and leaving me dizzy. Panic sends a flood of adrenaline through my bloodstream. My pulse is racing, my heart threatening to break free of my ribcage.

      Just as I’m about to struggle, he releases me.

      The air I suck in is Sebastián’s air. The breath I gulp down, pulling it deep into my lungs, is Sebastián’s breath.

      I feel like a newborn colt, all untrained muscles and uncoordinated limbs. Which is probably why Sebastián takes a step back, watching my struggle to remain upright beneath the intensity of his green, hooded gaze.

      He wants me off balance. Wants me to leave the woman I am at work behind.

      “Strip.” The word is a command. But with Sebastián at arm’s length, I am no longer held captive by his kisses or his touch. I could pick my shirt up off the floor and walk straight out his door.

      I consider it. Strongly.

      If the man in front of me was anyone other than Sebastián Cruz, I would already be naked.

      Don’t shit where you eat.

      Don’t fuck where you work.

      They are rules for a reason.

      And I very badly want to break one of them.

      Slowly, my hands slide along my skirt, moving to the back of my waist. It takes several attempts to unclasp the hook and eye closure, but I manage it. Then the zipper. It makes a low, mournful sound, as if voicing its displeasure at my current circumstance.

      But it finally drops to my feet and I kick it aside. Sebastián’s gaze rakes down my body, and I tremble self-consciously. I am wearing a La Perla bra and panty set made of the thinnest black lace. My breasts fill out the cups but they do not overflow them. The sides of the panties are cut high, but my hips don’t curve nearly as much as I wish they would.

      Sebastián drinks me in as his long fingers work the button at his neck, his dark gaze gleaming with lust. “Keep going,” he says, his voice tight.

      Good. At least I am not the one operating outside of my comfort zone. And although I am no playboy model, I am relieved by Sebastián’s obvious appreciation of my appearance.

      As I take off my bra and shimmy out of my panties, Sebastián shrugs off his jacket and unclasps his cufflinks, folding the sleeves of his shirt back to reveal thick, tanned forearms.

      My mouth goes dry. I am a sucker for arm porn.

      And Sebastián has the best I’ve ever seen.

      I am just about to slip out of my Manolo Blaniks when he says. “Leave the shoes on.” Another command.

      Heat is building in my core, spiraling up from between my legs and wrapping around my ribcage, drawing tighter with every passing moment. My breaths are now just shallow pants that echo inside my ears.

      Naked, I shift from one stiletto-clad foot to the other. I haven’t uttered a single word since I was silenced by Sebastián’s hand around my throat. Seconds tick by as I remain enslaved to his stare.

      Finally, he walks back to me. Coming so close that we are toe to toe. And in my five-inch heels, we are nearly eye to eye. Without any warning, Sebastián’s hand glides along the inside of my thigh until his palm cups my heat. A low whimper builds up in my chest, leaking out in the quiet foyer of his apartment.

      “Fuck, Finely. You’re burning up.” A finger swipes through my slit and Sebastián chuckles as my wetness leaks out. “I’ll bet very few people have seen the fire that burns beneath your all-business facade.”

      I don’t answer. Not because I don’t want to. But because I am utterly incapable of words. One finger has become two, and they are gliding over my clit in hard, determined strokes.

      My legs begin to quiver, my eyes closing as my head rolls back against the wall.

      And then, Sebastián stops. A desperate cry is wrenched from my mouth, only to be cut off by Sebastián’s fingers. The very same ones that were inside of me.

      “Suck.”

      I do. I taste myself. I taste the basest of all desires. Lust.

      I am filled with it. Overcome by it.

      Lust is surging inside my veins, swelling inside my lungs. Lust is clouding my thoughts, stealing my doubts.

      And when Sebastián falls to his knees at my feet, throwing first one leg over his shoulder then the other, lust is joined by something else. Something entirely unfamiliar.

      Bliss.
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      I’ve dreamt of this. I know I have. Finley’s pussy.

      Bare and glistening. Puffy and pink, each wet fold an invitation meant for me.

      I know beauty. Before my deal with Damon King, I appraised priceless works of art. Illuminated manuscripts created by monks who spent years toiling in silence and service, expressing themselves in the only way available to them.

      Finley’s cunt goes beyond merely beautiful. It is perfection.

      No dream, even mine, can compete.

      No dream can capture the heat that warms my lips as I get close enough to lick her. No fantasy can encompass the scent that fills my lungs with each bated breath, musky and sweet. And her taste. Fuck.

      With Finley’s weight on my shoulders, my hands wrap around her thighs. Holding her still, I gorge myself. I am all tongue and teeth, devouring Finley’s pussy with an insatiable greed that only increases with each suck of her clit, each lick of her slit. I growl against her slick skin like an animal. A hungry beast.

      And Finley is hardly her normal self. Her fingers plunge into my hair, her fingernails raking my scalp as she grinds against my face, using the wall at her back as leverage to buck against me, grinding her hips and rolling her pelvis.

      Her breathless cries and desperate moans are muffled, the sound distorted by the press of her legs against my ears. It is the best soundtrack I’ve ever heard.

      Her movements grow more frenzied, the warm satin of her pussy quivering against my tongue. My cock is heavy and throbbing, painfully hard inside my pants. The ache is a steady, sonorous drumbeat that echoes within my bones.

      And after one minute or one hour—I have no idea because time has been rendered irrelevant—Finley’s orgasm is the crescendo of our symphony. A shriek flies off her tongue as she stiffens against me, her spine a convex curve as she arches away from the wall, her entire body shaking.

      I press my tongue against her clit, not licking, not sucking, just applying pressure as she rides out her climax. And when her muscles ease, every last bit of tension bleeding out on a broken sigh, I finally pull away from her, pausing only to wipe my cheeks and chin on her thighs before drawing her into my arms and rising to my feet.

      For a brief moment, Finley goes stiff in my arms, as if remembering that I’m her enemy. Maybe I am.

      But not today.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I whisper against the sweet shell of her ear just barely peeking through the tousled mane that had felt like silk in my palm.

      Her response is a moan. Part arousal, part resistance.

      Her arms come around my neck. Arousal wins.

      I walk with Finley to the living room, depositing her gently over the arm of the couch. “Stay. Your bare ass had better still be in the air when I get back.” A dry chuckle works its way up my throat. “And if you leave, don’t for one second think I won’t chase you down and fuck you in the goddamn lobby.”

      I don’t wait for an argument or a snippy comeback, striding into my bedroom for a condom and into the kitchen for something else.

      I’m not gone long, and when I return, I am struck anew by the sight in front of me. Finley is naked. Gloriously naked. The delicate curve of her spine arching like a rainbow beneath the smooth, pale expanse of her back, her shoulder blades spread like angel wings.

      My palm is so hot, the ice cube in my hand is already more of a thick sliver. Finley gasps as I rub it over her neck, running it in sure strokes down her back and into the crack of her ass. Before it melts entirely, I press it against her clit. Her hips squirm away and I hold her in place with my free hand, pushing what’s left of the ice inside her pussy. “Gotta cool you down or I’m going to combust when I fuck you.”

      Finley’s muffled response isn’t clear, but it definitely isn’t a protest.

      I drop kisses on her shoulders as my hands slide around her ribcage to cup her breasts. They are perfect handfuls, filling without overflowing, the furled points of her nipples pressing into my palm.

      I growl a curse as I release my grip and yank at my belt and clothes, making quick work of everything until they are merely discarded brushstrokes of leather and fabric on the floor of my apartment.

      I roll the condom on, my movements rough and impatient. I’ve never wanted to be inside any woman this badly.

      There is something about Finley that calls to me. An innate sexiness I find irresistibly appealing. But more than that, Finley is cunning and smart, each one of our interactions reinforcing the impression that she is fulfilling a legacy of her own.

      I want to know more about her. More about why she has chosen to work with Damon King.

      Oh, I know the basics. That Damon took over the failing criminal enterprise of Finley’s father, making it bigger and more successful than it had ever been before. Changing the outdated business model—because make no mistake, organized crime is a business—and transforming into a thriving enterprise that rivals the best and brightest on Wall Street.

      What I don’t understand is why Finley didn’t take over her father’s business herself.

      I’ve witnessed no animosity between Finley and Damon to indicate that she resents his involvement. Or that she had tried to run things and failed.

      What inspires Finley’s loyalty?

      Had she hoped to leave this life behind, as I had?

      But for now, all these questions will have to wait.

      Because what I really need to know is how my cock will feel sheathed inside Finley’s pussy. I need to hear her scream my name again. I need to see her lose control.

      For one moment, however, I stand still behind her. Motionless. Watching the quick rise and fall of her ribcage, the steady blink, blink, blink of her eyelashes in profile, the pink flush that has spread over her skin.

      I also need confirmation that she is as sure about this as I am. “Finley, if—”

      “Don’t you dare stop, Sebastian. Don’t you dare,” she says in a husky, trembling voice before I can finish my question, lifting onto her toes and exposing the shadowed crease between her legs, her ass like a split, succulent peach.

      There are so many things I want to do to Finley's body. So many places to kiss and fuck and spank and touch. But if I don’t feel the clench of her pussy around my cock, I might as well die.

      I grab Finley by her hipbones and slam into her. There is no forewarning, but she is so damn wet her body offers no resistance. As I bottom out inside her, her gasped cry of pleasure mingles with my roar of conquest.

      And then I wonder if this is what death feels like. Heat and pressure and a buzzing in my brain.

      It’s only a fleeting thought. Because my most primal urges have taken over.

      Who gives a fuck about death? I’m not stopping until I find paradise.

      And so, I pull out, bearing the pain of leaving Finley’s body with a hiss through clenched teeth. I suck in a deep breath, then thrust forward once again.

      And again and again and again.

      Over and over and over.

      At some point, I flip Finley around, throwing her legs over my shoulders as she arches over the arm of the couch, her hair spread like a storm cloud on the cushions, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, her mouth open and crying out my name.

      I am a king, a prince, a fucking conqueror.

      This moment is my reward for embracing my legacy.

      This woman is my destiny.

      Finley Byrne is mine.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this peek at the Wages of Sin world, download Cruel Sanctuary today! Links can be found at https://www.taraleighbooks.com.

      He is the monarch of Manhattan. She is a political princess.

      This is enemies-to-lovers romance at its most ruthless.

      They say New York City is the Devil’s Playground.

      They’re wrong.

      This city belongs to me.

      And so does Aislinn Granville. 

      She is a pampered politician’s daughter.

      A decorative ornament, raised to smile and nod and do what she’s told.

      Except… she doesn’t. Not with me. Ever.

      In this city full of thugs and thieves, I’ve kept Aislinn safe.

      From my enemies.

      From me.

      Until now.

      https://www.taraleighbooks.com
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      I’m lying to my wife. Well, not technically, but I am keeping a secret from her—her and our youngest daughter, Lilah. That little bugger can’t keep a secret to save her life. The older kids are on board, and I’ve sworn them to secrecy. It’s crazy, but I feel like I’m cheating on her. I’m packing my phone everywhere I go and am constantly deleting messages and emails. She’s been eyeing me suspiciously for weeks, and it’s stressing me the fuck out. Thankfully, we only have one more day of this before we fill her in on what’s going on.

      “Babe, are you even listening to me?” Saylor huffs.

      “Sorry, lots going on today and my mind wandered off. What were you saying?”

      “Gracie has practice tonight at five. Number Four has karate at five thirty. I’ll pick them all up from day camp at four.”

      “What do I need to do?” I ask this because my wife keeps our family moving. Sixteen years and four kids later, and she still handles all of us with so much ease and a big-ass smile on her face. Never once has Saylor complained of too many practices or running around too much with the kids. She’s a mom and a taxi driver all in one, and she loves it.

      She smiles. “Nothing. I just wanted to tell you what we were doing. I’ll have Nora and Lilah with me. I’ll probably bring home dinner.”

      “I can cook,” I remind her.

      “You’ve been working like crazy on that new line at the distillery. I think a relaxing night is what we all need.”

      “If you change your mind, let me know.” I’m mentally going through my day for real this time, trying to see what I can cut out. An evening to wrap up any final plans is perfect.

      “Kids,” she calls. “We’ve gotta go.”

      The sound of four sets of feet pounding down the stairs makes me smile. I grew up visiting this house. As an only child, I always wished for a sibling to hang out with. Sadness washes over me anytime I think about those days. Gramps has been gone for five years now, and it never gets any easier. All of the kids got to know him except for Lilah; she was just one when he passed.

      “Gracie, don’t forget your cleats,” Saylor reminds her as she wipes down the kitchen counter.

      “Got ’em,” our firstborn replies. She grabs a piece of cinnamon toast from the counter, kisses me on the cheek, and heads to the garage. Gracie is fifteen now and growing up way too damn fast. She’s no longer a little girl; she’s becoming a woman, and I want to freeze time. I can still remember the day she was born. She was so tiny in my arms.

      I look across the counter to our only son, Rhett Alexander Baxter the fourth, our second born. I watch as he kisses his mom’s cheek and gives her a hug. At thirteen, he’s already an inch taller than Saylor. He’s my namesake, well, the family’s namesake. We have a ton of pictures thanks to my mom and my wife of the four generations of Baxter men. When Gramps passed, our little man took it hard. He’d formed a tight bond with his great grandfather, as well as his grandfather.

      My parents moved their brewery here to Tennessee shortly after Gracie was born. We combined the two businesses, adding on to the distillery. It worked well for us having the entire family close by. Saylor and my mom grew even closer. She never had much family, and I’m grateful mine embraced her.

      “Mom, I can’t find my camp shirt,” our third born, Nora, says as she rushes into the kitchen.

      “Nora June.” Saylor sighs. “I had it out for you on your dresser.”

      “Oh.” She grins and races off up the stairs to her room.

      “That girl is going to need to marry a man who’s organized,” Saylor says, smiling to herself and shaking her head.

      “Hey. She’s ten. No marrying off my girls before they’re at least thirty.”

      “Dad,” Gracie says with a groan.

      “What about me?” Number Four, as we like to call him, speaks up.

      My wife stops and gives me a look. You know the one that says I can’t be that dad who is overprotective of my girls, but lets my son, the only other man in this house, have more freedom. “I hope one day you find a woman as wonderful as your momma,” I say, deflecting.

      “Good save, Whiskey.” Saylor laughs.

      “Today’s the final day of day camp, right?” I ask my wife.

      “Yeah. It’s been a long week.”

      It has, but I’m glad she’s been occupied. It’s made my secret keeping much easier. The three older kids have been at a summer day camp all week. Lilah, our youngest, just turned six, so Saylor made a big deal out of mommy-daughter time this week since she was feeling left out. They went shopping, got their hair done, their nails. One day my mom and Molly went along as well. Jake and Molly’s boys, who are fourteen and eleven, have been at camp all week too.

      “Where’s your sister?” Saylor asks our three oldest. She looks down at her wrist, checking the time.

      “She was in her room,” Nora tells us.

      “I’ll get her.” After taking the steps two at a time, I reach her room and see her face first on her princess bed. “Hey, Princess Lilah.” I take a seat on the edge of her mattress.

      “Hi, Daddy” is her mumbled reply. She turns to face me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I want to go to camp.” She juts out her bottom lip, and she and I are both aware of what that does to me.

      “Come here.” She climbs onto my lap. “I wish you could go, baby girl, but you’re not old enough.”

      Tears well in her eyes. “I wanna be big.”

      “That would break Daddy’s heart,” I say, rubbing my hand up her back. Her sniffles grow softer. “You’re my baby. I’m not ready for you to grow up.” I’m not sure if I’m saying the words for her or for me.

      “But Gracie and Nora are big. And Bubby, he’s big.” She sniffs.

      “I know. You are all growing up way too fast. It would make Daddy really happy if you could stay small just a little longer.”

      “It’s not fair.” She cuddles into me. My heart melts. This little girl—all four of my kids actually—hold my heart in their hands. Just like their momma. Saylor changed my life for the better. With each new addition to our family, the love I had for her only grew stronger.

      “I have a secret,” I tell her. I know I’m going to regret this, but I’ll do anything to keep her from being so sad. Besides, I’m not going to tell her the entire truth. I’ve worked too hard for this surprise to come off without a hitch.

      “A surprise?” She lifts her head and wipes at her cheeks. “I like surprises.”

      I smile. There’s my princess. “I know you do.” I kiss her nose. “Daddy and Mommy have an anniversary coming up. Do you know what that means?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m six,” she tells me, like I should have known better. Her sass reminds me so much of Short Stack. It could be because Lilah is her mini-me. She’s tiny, with Saylor’s hair and eyes. A mini replica right down to her smile.

      “Right,” I agree. “Well, an anniversary is where you count the years that something has happened. Sixteen years ago, your mommy and I got married.”

      She nods. “Mommy said you’re her Prince Charming just like in the movies.”

      I can’t contain my smile. “That’s right. And you and your sisters should never settle for anything less than your own Prince Charming,” I tell her. Saylor tells me I’m setting their expectations too high. My answer is always the same. “Good. I want them to be.” Our girls deserve men who will sweep them off their feet. Sure, I kid about them never getting married, but I know that’s not reality. I work hard to show them, and my son, how a man should treat a woman.

      “Whiskey!” Saylor calls up the steps. “We gotta go.”

      “Be right there!” I call back. “We have to hurry,” I whisper excitedly, and my baby girl feeds off my enthusiasm, just as I hoped she would. Her tears forgotten. “I’m taking Mommy somewhere special for our anniversary,” I tell her. It’s not a lie. I am. But Saylor knows we’re taking a trip. She just doesn’t know where. When Lilah spills the beans, like I know she will, Saylor will go along with it, and not think anything of it. I hope. “It’s our secret, okay?”

      She makes a production of zipping her lips and throwing away the key. “I won’t say anyfing,” she mumbles, making me laugh.

      “Thank you. Now, we better get downstairs. You have a big day planned with Mommy.”

      She nods and jumps off my lap. She makes it halfway to the door before she stops and turns to face me. “Love you, Daddy.” She gives me a toothless grin, and rushes downstairs.

      My heart swells with love for her, for all of them. I stand from her pink princess bed, and make my way downstairs. Lilah is sitting at the counter, kicking her feet and spinning in her chair. “Hey, you, you need to settle down and eat so you can get on the road.”

      She turns to face me. There’s a half-eaten piece of cinnamon toast in her hand, and the other half is on her face. “I’m eating, Daddy.” She holds up her toast to prove her point.

      “I see that.” I run my hands over her baby-soft hair and kiss the top of her head. Making my way around the counter, I do the same to Nora. “Where are your brother and sister?” I ask her.

      “In the car. Bye, Dad.” She hops off her stool and rushes out to the garage.

      “Bye, Dad,” Lilah says, mimicking her older sister. She climbs down off the stool, her legs not quite long enough to do otherwise. She really is just like her momma.

      “Not so fast, missy,” Saylor calls after her. “Come here and clean up.” Saylor already has a wet towel in her grip and helps her wipe her face and hands. Lilah moans and complains the entire time.

      “Bye, Dad,” she says again, and rushes out to the garage.

      “Finally,” I say dramatically, pulling my wife into my arms. “I thought they would never leave.” I press my lips against hers.

      “When has that ever stopped you?” She laughs against my lips.

      “Oh, Short Stack,” I tease. “Don’t you know by now that nothing will stop me when it comes to you?” My tongue slides past her lips as I pull her closer, fusing her body with mine. My hand slides behind her neck, angling her mouth to deepen the kiss. Leisurely, I stroke my tongue against hers, relishing the feel of her in my arms.

      “Gross,” Gracie says, breaking the haze that we’re in. It’s been sixteen years, and this woman still brings me to my knees. “Mom.” She huffs. “We’re going to be late.”

      Saylor and I laugh as we pull apart. Glancing over my wife’s shoulder, I see our firstborn daughter looking so much like a young woman that I want to lock her in this house and throw away the key. “What if it was one of the others?” she asks, her arms crossing over her chest and a firm expression on her face.

      “I have no shame in anyone seeing how much I love your mother,” I tell her.

      “And you wonder why when I have friends over we stay in the basement,” she mutters.

      “Come here.” I keep one arm around my wife and hold the other out for Gracie. She rolls her brown eyes, the deep orbs that mirror my own, and takes one step then another until I have her and her mother both in my arms. “Love you,” I tell them.

      “Love you too,” they chorus.

      “Mom, we’re going to be late,” Gracie says, pulling out of my hold.

      “I’ll be right there.” Saylor turns to me. “Have a good day, Whiskey.” Going on her tiptoes, she presses a quick kiss to my lips. Once she pulls away, she grabs her purse and phone, and follows Gracie out to the garage. The house is suddenly quiet. Too damn quiet without the chatter of my family. I finish cleaning up the kitchen and start the dishwasher before heading off to work.
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      “What took so long?” I hear Number Four ask as I enter the garage.

      “I’ll give you one guess,” Gracie says, exasperated.

      “I thought all that… stuff went away once you were married?” he asks.

      “Not if you marry the right one,” I say, climbing into my SUV.

      “How do you know?” Gracie asks from the passenger seat.

      I don’t take my eyes off the road; instead, I think about her question. Something Rhett and I always vowed to be was honest, even with our kids. They ask tough questions sometimes, and we always give them honest answers, no matter how tough or how uncomfortable that might be. Gracie is fifteen, and she’s growing more interested in relationships. She’s had a few boyfriends, and I say that word lightly. Group get-togethers, movie nights here at our place, but nothing serious. She’s getting to that age that one day soon, some boy is going to come into her life and sweep her off her feet.

      “For me, I think it was when I realized that your dad was going to be by my side no matter what happened. He didn’t care that it was just me, that I literally only had myself to give. He loved me, regardless of my background. He treated me with respect and gave me a voice.” My mind drifts back to our wedding in Vegas, our divorce that neither of us really wanted, and the wedding we did the right way.

      “What do you mean, a voice?” Number Four asks from the back seat.

      “Our first wedding,” I tell him. Glancing in the rearview mirror, I see him nod. We’ve never kept anything from our kids. It’s our history, and how they came to be, a product of the love Rhett and I have for one another.

      “How many weddings?” Lilah speaks up from her seat in the third row.

      “Just two.”

      “I still don’t understand why you got divorced just to get married again,” Gracie says.

      “That was your dad. He wanted me to choose to be married to him. He wanted to ask me, and for me to say yes. That never really happened the first time. I mean, it did, but not without the alcohol.” I cringe as I admit that to my young, impressionable babies. No matter how old they get, they will always be my babies.

      “Your voice,” Nora says.

      For a ten-year-old, she’s very observant of those around her. She soaks up information like a sponge. I hope that this all sinks in for all of them. Even my son. I want him to find a woman who treats him with respect and is with him for him, not what he can give her. I worry about each and every one of them dating in this world today. It’s scary as hell. Maybe that’s just the momma bear coming out in me.

      “My voice,” I finally confirm as I pull into the day camp. “Have a great day. I’ll be back at four to pick you up.”

      “Can we have friends over?” my son asks.

      “Sure, we won’t be home from practices until around seven,” I remind them.

      “Thanks, Mom,” he says, leaning forward next to the seat and kissing my cheek. “Love you.”

      At thirteen, he’s not embarrassed to show affection, at least not toward me. I hope it always stays that way.

      “Love you,” Gracie and Nora call as they climb out of my SUV.

      “Love you too,” I call after them.

      “Love you too!” Lilah yells.

      I find her eyes in the rearview mirror. “It’s just you and me kiddo.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “Well, I have to go to the store, and I need a big helper. You think you’re up for the job?” I ask.

      She nods eagerly. “I can push the cart,” she says, and I smile. Lilah loves to push the cart, but she’s tiny for six and can barely see where she’s going. What would have been maybe an hour trip will surely turn into two. If not more. I’d rather be anywhere but at the grocery store, but time with her is precious. She’s the youngest and, just like her siblings, she’s growing up way too fast.

      “Done. And we can even sneak in some ice cream,” I tell her. “It will be our little secret.”

      “Oh,” she says excitedly. “I’m good at keeping secrets. Just ask Daddy. I’m keeping his secret about taking you away for your versary,” she says, so damn proud of herself. I bite my lip to hide my laugh. She has no idea she just spilled the beans and this “secret” that I already knew about.

      “Wow, you are good.” No point in ruining our day scolding her for something I already knew about. Rhett and I have been planning this trip for a few months now.

      An hour and forty-five minutes later, Lilah and I are through the checkout line and pushing our overflowing cart to the parking lot. Tomorrow is our anniversary, and I got everything to make homemade pizza, something I know the kids love to do, and enough for a triple batch of my no-bake cookies. Between my husband and the kids, they don’t last long in our house.

      I get the groceries put away with Lilah’s help. She reminds me no less than ten times, if not more, that she’s my special helper. I’ve loved having this time with her, with all of our kids. Being a stay-at-home mom has filled my soul.

      “All right, kiddo. We have some more errands to run. Let’s go grab some lunch, finish our errands, and we should have just enough time to swing by and grab some ice cream before picking your brother and sisters up from camp.”

      “Mommy, won’t they want ice cream?” she asks.

      My Lilah girl has such a sweet, kind heart. “You know what, that sounds like a great idea.” I glance at the clock, mentally calculating the time for everything we have left to do today. We need to get a move on. “Ready?” I ask.

      “Shotgun!” she yells, racing to the garage.

      I can’t stop the laughter that flows freely. She has no idea what shotgun even means, but she hears her siblings yell it as they rush to the car. The innocence of a child is something to cherish.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s for dinner? I’m starving,” our son asks as he climbs into the back seat after karate practice.

      “It’s a takeout kind of night,” I tell him. All four of them cheer. You’d think my cooking was complete shit by their reaction. However, I know it has more to do with the fact that we rarely eat out. I try to make sure they have balanced homecooked meals. It’s more than just that. I want the family dinners. I want our kids to experience everything I didn’t growing up. I want the loud dinner table as they tell us about their days. All six of us. It’s a tradition, and I very rarely stray from it. We’re making memories even if they don’t realize it.

      “Can we get Chinese?” Gracie asks.

      “What do you think, guys? You feeling like Chinese?” I ask them. Rhett and I love it, and I know they do too. A chorus of yeses and their favorite orders are called out. After grabbing my phone from the cup holder, I call in our order, making sure to get extra of everything, knowing that it will get eaten. “Everyone buckled up?” I ask. After checking in the mirror and beside me to make sure we’re all buckled in, I head toward the Chinese restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      “Honey, we’re home,” Nora calls as we enter the kitchen from the garage.

      “Hey.” Rhett greets us with a smile. “How was camp and practice?” he asks. He listens intently as the older kids tell them about their day. We all work together to unbag the food on the dining room table. Once we’re seated, Rhett gives his attention to Lilah, who has been quiet since we got home. “Lilah bug,” he says. “How was your day with Mommy?” He winks at her.

      “So fun, Daddy, and I didn’t tell Mommy your surprise,” she says, taking a huge bite of her sweet and sour chicken.

      I bite down on my bottom lip and look down at my plate to keep from laughing. The others do the same. My husband somehow keeps a straight face.

      “That’s great, baby girl,” he tells her. “I’m thinking family movie night after dinner,” he suggests, and all the kids are in agreement. Even Gracie and Number Four, who are now teenagers and should prefer to do anything but hang out with their parents.

      Chatter happens between the kids as they discuss which movie we’re going to watch. I find my husband’s eyes from the other end of the table, and he winks at me. It’s not just me physically that smiles at him, but my heart and my soul do as well. This life we created, the one I’ve always dreamed of, is happening around us. There is nothing greater than that.
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      Baxter family movie night was a success. Not only are our kids passed out on the floor and on the sofa, but the empty popcorn bowls are another indication.

      “We should start waking them up,” Saylor says, stretching her arms above her head.

      Have I mentioned that my wife is more beautiful today than the day we first met? Leaning over, I slide my hand behind her neck and pull her lips to mine. “Yeah,” I say against her lips. “Daddy needs some Mommy time.”

      She chuckles softly. “Whiskey, no way in hell am I going to start calling you Daddy when we’re having s-e-x,” she whispers.

      That has me grinning. One, the thought never crossed my mind, and two, our kids can spell. All of them. Lilah might not be there yet, but the others, they can, and I’m sure even Nora, at the age of ten, knows what s-e-x means. At least in some context.

      “They can spell,” I say, my lips next to her ear. She rolls her eyes and shrugs. “You take the little.” She points to Lilah. “I’ll get the others.”

      I watch her as she wakes each of our older children and tells them she loves them and that it’s time for bed. I stand as well, hugging and kissing them goodnight. Bending, I lift Lilah from the chair she fell asleep in, and hold her close to my chest.

      “She’s getting way too big for that,” Saylor says softly.

      “She’s the baby.” I’ll carry her to bed until I physically can’t. Just like I did with the first three. Saylor shuts off the lights and follows me upstairs. I take Lilah to her room and help her get changed into her pajamas.

      “She ready?” Saylor asks from the doorway.

      “She’s zonked.” I pull the covers up over our baby girl and place a kiss to her cheek. Finished, I walk to where Saylor stands in the doorway and wrap my arms around her waist. “You ready for bed, Short Stack?”

      “Yes,” she says, covering a yawn.

      “Come on.” I take her hand and lead her to our bedroom. I push open the door and step back, letting her enter first. I hear a small gasp and know I’ve surprised her. Stepping in behind her, I wrap my arms around her waist and settle my chin on the top of her head.

      “When did you do this?” she asks.

      “When I got home. I might have left the office a little early,” I confess. I take in the room before us and survey my handiwork. The soft glow of the battery-operated candles I purchased online set a romantic glow across the room. There’s a bouquet of roses on the table by the window. I don’t have to count them to know there are sixteen long-stem roses in the vase.

      Saylor pulls out of my hold and goes straight for the bouquet. Her lips move as she counts each red rose. Done, she turns to me and smiles. “Sixteen,” she says in awe.

      She didn’t need to count them either. I’ve given her one rose for every year of marriage since our first anniversary. I will continue to do so. Saylor didn’t have a lot of traditions growing up. In fact, until Elaine adopted her, there was not much of anything in her life. She always dreamed for a family of her own, and those traditions, so that’s what I’m giving her. This isn’t the only tradition we’ve made with our family, but it’s one I cherish. I love our children, but this one is ours. It’s just for us. Me and Short Stack.

      “Happy Anniversary, baby,” I say, going to her and wrapping my arms around her waist. Her hands come up around my neck, and she pulls my lips to hers.

      “I love you, Rhett Baxter.”

      “Oh, Short Stack.” I grip her hips and lift her into my arms. She immediately wraps her legs around my waist and locks them tight. “I cherish you,” I whisper against her lips. Love doesn’t seem like a strong enough word when it comes to my wife. She’s the anchor of our family, and the air I breathe.

      “Make love to me,” she says, taking my lips with hers once again.

      Not needing to be told twice, I carry her to the door and flip the lock. Nothing kills the mood like one of your kids walking in and catching you in the act. Gracie was two when it happened, but I’m scarred for life. I carry her to the bed and gently set her on her feet. Piece by piece, I remove her clothing. My mouth goes dry from the sight of her standing before me with nothing against her creamy white skin. With extreme effort, I keep my hands to my sides, as I bend down and capture a pert nipple in my mouth. My tongue swipes at the swollen bud.

      Her hands grip the back of my neck as she buries her hands in my hair. “Whiskey.” She pants.

      “Yeah, baby?” I ask, releasing her nipple with an audible pop and moving on to the other.

      “Too many clothes,” she says between moans. As if to prove her point, her hands move to the hem of my T-shirt, and she pulls.

      “Off… oh, there,” she says as my teeth graze over her nipple, my tongue soothing the action, taking away the sting.

      Pulling away from her, I stand to my full height and take a step back. My chest is rapidly rising and falling as I take her in.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “I had this all planned out. I was going to take my time with you tonight. Show you that even now, sixteen years later, that you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “Then why are you all the way over there?”

      “Because I want to fuck you,” I grit out.

      “Then what are you waiting for, Whiskey?” she asks huskily.

      “Saylor.” Her name is a warning. “I’m trying to make this romantic, but tonight… I can’t seem to do that. My need for you is at an all-time high.”

      “Romance is more than just soft lovemaking, Rhett.”

      “I had a plan,” I say again, my fists gripped so tightly beside me my nails cut into my skin.

      “Plans change.” She stands from the bed and steps toward me. I don’t move. I can’t move. She drops to her knees in front of me. “Bet you didn’t plan for this,” she says.

      I stand as still as a statue as I watch her pull my shorts down my legs, my underwear going with them. Before they’re even around my ankles, she has my cock in her hand and her wet hot mouth wrapped around me. “Fuck,” I grind out.

      She works me, her hands and her mouth a team as she takes me deep, stroking me at the same time. “Saylor,” I say, my voice gravelly. “I’m close.” I place my hands on her shoulders and try to pull her away. My wife has other plans as she grips the backs of my thighs and bobs her head even faster. She takes me deep into the back of her throat, and I lose all control. My fist comes to my mouth, and I bite down to keep from crying out and waking up the kids. Pulse after pulse washes over me as I spill over into her mouth. She takes it all, licking me from root to tip, before standing and winking at me.

      “How’s that for romance?” She smirks.

      Slowly the fog of my orgasm begins to fade, and I remember what exactly it was I set out to do tonight. I want to seduce her. Romance her. Take my time to show her that she’s my everything. After all these years, my Short Stack still holds my heart in the palm of her hands.
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      His eyes darken. I intently watch as he strips off his shirt and tosses it aside. “On the bed, baby.” His voice is deep and thick with desire.

      A shiver races up my spine.

      Doing as he asks, I ease onto the bed, in the center, my gaze on him. My eyes follow him in the glow of the candlelight as he makes his way to my roses, the same type of bouquet he’s given me every year. He plucks one out of the vase before disappearing into the bathroom. I stay still, waiting. The anticipation of what he’s going to do next takes hold. My thighs quiver because my body knows. It knows what he can do to me. It knows how he does exactly what’s needed to turn me on.

      “Hey.” He climbs on the bed next to me, rose still in hand. “Had to get rid of those thorns,” he says, in the way of an explanation before he bends to kiss the corner of my mouth.

      “Why?” My voice doesn’t sound like my own.

      “This.” He takes the silky rose petal and gently swipes it over my hard nipple—one then the next. He doesn’t stop there. He traces the column of my neck and slides the bud between my breasts. My breathing accelerates as he softly caresses me with his symbol of our marriage.

      “I need you.” The words are a whisper, but I know he hears them.

      “Where do you need me, baby?” he asks. “Here?” He again traces my breasts, sure to drag the bud over my nipples. “Maybe here?” A slow descent takes place as he glides the rose down my belly and stops just above my pussy. Where I need him. Lifting my hips, I seek more of whatever he’s willing to give me. Just more.

      “There,” I moan as he guides the rose petal lower. Never in a million years would I have thought that could be a turn-on. And in reality, maybe it’s not the rose. Maybe it’s just Rhett and the anticipation, but in this moment, my body burns for more.

      More of his touch. More of him.

      My breathing is labored, and my body is on fire. I fight the urge to squeeze my thighs together. “Please,” I beg.

      I watch in fascination as he brings the flower to his nose and inhales. Pulling back, he looks at the bud and grins. “You’re wet for me.” Before I can make a smartass remark that he knows is coming, he turns the rose and shows me his evidence. The petals he just stroked over my sex are wet from my desire for him. He’s toying with me. Taking his time might sound romantic, but it’s driving me crazy.

      Well, two can play that game.

      As I close my eyes, I glide my hand slowly over my breasts. I pinch my nipple and my back arches off the bed. I hear him suck in a breath and inwardly smile. I’ve got his attention. Sliding my hand further, I don’t stop until I reach my pussy, taking two fingers and circling my clit.

      “Saylor,” he growls, a low sound deep in his chest.

      “So wet,” I moan.

      “Fuck,” he hisses, and I know I’ve got him.

      I open my eyes just in time to see him move to hover over me. I spread my legs, making room for him, and he settles between my thighs where he belongs. I don’t stop teasing my clit. His whiskey-colored eyes grow dark as night. “Your pleasure is mine,” he says, barely holding onto his control.

      “Show me.”

      He nods and, in one swift thrust, he’s buried deep inside of me. “Move your hand,” he says, and I do as he says. We both know I don’t need any help getting there with him inside me. Especially not tonight. I can’t remember a time I’ve ever been this hot for him. Not even all those years ago when our relationship was still brand-new.

      I slide my hand out of the way, and he smirks. “Hold onto me.” I do as he asks, sliding my hands under his arms to grip his back. He pulls out and slams back in. Over and over again, thrust after thrust, he takes me. My nails dig into his skin, and my legs tighten around his waist as I hold on for the ride.

      One more deep thrust and he stops. He rolls over, taking me with him. I settle on top of him, bracing my hands on his chest and begin to move. He sits up, and his cock slides deeper. His hands grip my face as his lips crash with mine. I don’t stop moving. No. I grind against him, seeking the sweet release that only he can give me. His hands fall from my face and wrap around my body, holding us impossibly close. I don’t stop seeking the sweet oblivion that I feel building inside me.

      “I need….” My voice trails off. I can feel it. The pressure builds. I’m there. I just need… more.

      “I’ve got you,” he says. His hands fall to my hips, and he lifts me slightly, then pulls me back down onto his hard length. Over and over he does this until I crumble into a million pieces. Tingles race through my body.

      “Fuck,” he says, his lips next to my ear, and I feel him pulse inside me. That alone sends another tidal wave of pleasure coursing through my veins.

      My arms wrap around his neck, and I bury my face there as well. His strong hands gently trace up and down my spine. “Happy Anniversary, Short Stack.”

      “Best. Anniversary. Ever,” I say between pants, making him laugh.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Of course. What more could a girl ask for than Whiskey and roses?”

      His deep throaty chuckle meets my ears. “I love you madly.” He breathes the words against my lips.

      “I love you more.”

      A moment later, he lifts me off him, and we head to the bathroom to shower. Afterward, we climb into bed, naked, and he wraps his body around mine. This is how we fall asleep every night, and it’s perfect.

      There was a time I never thought I’d have this. This deep-rooted love that I know will stand the tests of time. I never thought I’d have a family of my own, but Rhett, he changed all of that. He made my dreams come true.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake up alone. The bed beside me is cold, so I know he’s been up for a while. Laughter drifts from downstairs, and I smile. He’s such a good dad. Once out of bed, I brush my teeth, and get dressed in pajamas, then head downstairs.

      “Finally,” Lilah says, exasperated. “We’re starving.”

      “It smells yummy. Did you make this?” I ask her.

      “I helped,” she says proudly.

      “You’re up early,” I tell my husband, standing on tiptoes to kiss him good morning.

      “Let us take care of you for a change,” he says, pressing his lips to mine. “Speaking of that, you need to eat, and then get ready to go.”

      “Go? Where am I going?”

      “Spa day.”

      “What?”

      He shrugs. “Jake and I got you and Molly a spa day. The works.”

      “But it’s our anniversary,” I remind him.

      “Exactly. This is my gift to you. You bust your ass taking care of us, and you deserve a day of pampering. I mean, you’ve put up with me for sixteen years.”

      “I’ve loved every second of those sixteen years.”

      His eyes soften. “Me too, baby.” Snaking an arm around my waist, he kisses me, slow and deep.

      “Eww,” Lilah moans. “Bubby, Gracie, Nora, save me,” she whines, making us pull away from the kiss and laugh.

      “Eww is right,” Rhett tells her. “Boys have cooties.”

      “Then why you kissing him, Momma?” she asks.

      “He’s my husband. You can kiss your husband.”

      “No way. I’m never getting married.”

      “Good girl,” Rhett praises. He winks at me, and I shake my head.

      As soon as my plate is cleared, Rhett ushers me upstairs to get ready. Apparently, there is a car coming in an hour to pick us up. I hesitate, not wanting to be away from him today. “Go, baby. You deserve this. It’s a few hours. The kids and I are going to hang out today. Tonight, we’ll be together.”

      “Oh, I bought the stuff to make individual homemade pizzas. I thought that would be fun.”

      He grins. “Sounds great, Short Stack. Now go get ready.” With another quick kiss and a hug from each of the kids, I head upstairs to shower.
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      The older kids are giddy. They’re excited to be in on the surprise for Saylor. Lilah, she’s just happy that everyone else is happy. Jake dropped Molly off, with the guise he was going to hang out for a while. As soon as the limo we rented them to drive them around today pulls out of the driveway, we jump into action.

      “What are we doing?” Lilah asks.

      “We’re going to have a surprise party for Mommy when she gets home.”

      “Yay! I won’t tell her,” she promises.

      I love my little girl, but a secret keeper she is not. “Okay. Well, I need you to take this and dust all the tables in the living room.”

      “On it, boss.” She races toward the living room.

      “Dad,” Number Four says. “Mom did that yesterday.”

      “I know.” I smile. “But she doesn’t. Now, let’s get started.” I toss out responsibilities to each of the kids, while Jake and I unload everything from his car. I’ve been shopping for this for a while—decorations, and whatnot. Jake and Molly have been hiding them at their place. Molly knows to keep Saylor occupied today until we tell her we’re ready for them to come home. The driver I hired is also in on it. If needed, he can claim car trouble or traffic or getting lost. Hell, I don’t care as long as she does not come home until we’re ready for her.

      Three hours later and the house has been decorated. The caterers have the food set up, and the kids have all had showers and are ready to party. “Thank you,” I tell them, holding my arms open for a group hug. They all come willingly. “I couldn’t have done this without your help.”

      “Mommy is going to be so surprised.” Lilah cheers.

      “I hope so.”

      “Knock, knock,” Jake calls.

      “In here,” I tell him.

      “Hey, I just talked to Molly. They’re about thirty minutes from being ready to go.”

      “Perfect. Guests should be here any minute.” As if they heard me, the doorbell rings and I rush to answer it. That’s how the next twenty minutes or so goes. My parents are here, as well as a few of our kids’ friends’ parents that Saylor and I have become close to. That was necessary if my kids ever wanted to spend time at their house. You can never be too careful. Turns out they’re now some of our best friends.

      

      Saylor: On our way home. I missed you, but today was great.

      

      Me: That’s great, Short Stack. We missed you too.

      

      Saylor: Love you.

      

      Me: Love you too.

      

      “They’re on their way,” I tell the room. Everyone nods and gathers into the living room. She’s going to see all the cars when she gets here. I thought about having them park up the hill behind the old barn, but then we would have to worry about transporting them to the house; it’s a pretty far walk. I decided that was too much to ask of our guests. Besides, she’s going to find out regardless. She’ll be surprised all the same.

      I hear the limo pull up, and I can’t contain my smile, no matter how hard I try. Once outside, I stand on the front porch, with Jake right beside me.

      “Rhett, what’s going on?” Saylor asks as she gets closer. “Why are all of these cars here?”

      “This is our anniversary party.” She takes hold of my outstretched hand, allowing me to pull her against my chest. “Happy Anniversary, Short Stack,” I say quietly, just for her.

      “I can’t believe you did this. How did you pull it off?” Her eyes shimmer with tears, and her smile is blinding.

      “I kept it from Lilah,” I deadpan, and she throws her head back in laughter. “In all seriousness, it’s been hard. I felt like I was lying to you. Sneaking around is hard as fuck.”

      Her eyes sparkle. “You keep surprising me. Even after all these years.”

      “Gotta keep the spark alive.” I wink.

      She leans in close, so close there isn’t an inch of space between us. “You’re so getting lucky tonight.”

      I grin down at her. “My work here is done.”

      “Come on, you two.” Jake pulls open the door and ushers us in.

      With my arm around my wife’s waist, I lead us into the main living room. All of our friends and family yell out, “Happy Anniversary!” Saylor grips my arm tightly. I look down at her and find her looking up at me with tears shimmering in her eyes. “Good surprise?”

      “The best,” she confirms.

      I bend to kiss her, and the room cheers for us. The kids rush toward us and offer hugs, and eagerly tell Saylor how they helped. Lilah was so proud of herself that she didn’t spoil the surprise. They pulled Saylor across the room to show her some of the decorations. The three older kids were in charge of building a collage of our lives over the past sixteen years. They did an amazing job, and I know my wife is going to cry when she sees it.

      I watch them from across the room, and sure enough, her hands lift to wipe under her eyes. She hugs each one of them fiercely, and my heart lurches in my chest. Saylor never asks for anything, which is the point of this party. Sure, it’s technically for both of us since it’s our anniversary, but in my eyes, it’s all for her. The love of my life. The woman who stole my heart completely and promised never to let go.

      She’s come a long way. We both have. I wanted this night to be a reminder of how many people she has in her life who love her. A reminder to her that sometimes what happens in Vegas doesn’t always stay in Vegas.

      I thank my lucky stars every day for that weekend. I don’t know if we would be where we are right now without it. I’d like to think that we would, but life has a funny way of working out.
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      This night has been incredible. With the hustle and bustle of life, sometimes it’s hard to take the time to stop and just enjoy time with your friends and family. That’s exactly what we did. The kids were so excited that they got to help and pulled off the surprise. And Rhett, well, he proved yet again what an amazing husband and father he is. Not that I needed a reminder.

      “She’s asleep,” he says, sneaking into our room. “I had to read three stories, but she’s finally conked out.”

      “Too much excitement.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees. He strips out of his shorts and T-shirt, and slides into bed. He moves toward me and opens his arms. Just like he does every night.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Good surprise?” he asks again.

      “The best.”

      “I thought about waiting until we got back from our trip next week, but it would have been hard to coordinate everything while we were gone. Not to mention, the kids were so excited to be involved. I was afraid by pushing it off, one of them might spill the beans.”

      “How did you manage to keep it from Lilah? She’s a nosey little thing.” I  laugh.

      “We did work.” He chuckles. “I told her there was a special trip for you, but you already knew about our four days away.”

      “She told me,” I confess.

      He chuckles. “I knew she would.” He kisses my shoulder. “You still worried about leaving them?”

      “It’s not a worry. I know your parents will take good care of them. It’s more the fact that I’m going to miss them like crazy.” We’re leaving Monday morning for a four-day trip to Hawaii. Just the two of us. That’s where we went on our honeymoon, and we go back every year on our anniversary. Only this year, we’re not taking the kids. Previously, they’ve taken the vacation with us. “I feel a little guilty too. That we’re taking a trip without them.”

      “That doesn’t make us bad parents, Short Stack.”

      “I know that. I’m just so used to them being where we are. It’s going to be odd not having them there.”

      “I promise you won’t have time to feel guilty.”

      “And how exactly do you plan to do that?” We’ve been there so many times, there’s really not anything we’ve not seen or experienced.

      “I don’t plan to let you out of bed.” His voice turns husky. “Just like our honeymoon.”

      “You think you’re up to that, old man?” I tease.

      He pushes his hard length against my ass. “What do you think?”

      “I think it sounds like I can pack light.”

      “Clothing is definitely optional.”

      We both laugh softly as I burrow further into his hold. I can’t help but think about our life together. The way we started out, our second wedding, the birth of each of our children, and even losing Gramps. Through all of it, my husband has been by my side, anchoring me to him, and our love. The moonlight glows through the room, and my eyes catch a glimpse of the roses. One for every year. Memories from the first time I laid eyes on him flash through my mind. When I first met him, I never would have thought this sweet, romantic man would be hiding behind those mesmerizing whiskey-colored eyes.

      “Hey, Whiskey,” I whisper softly.

      “Hmm,” he says, already half asleep.

      “Thank you for the roses.”

      “Anything for you, baby.”

      Closing my eyes, I let sleep claim me as I drift off with my Whiskey and roses.
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      There are a lot of things people see when they look at me. They might see their favorite author. That’s a hat I proudly wear. It’s a job I love and a passion of mine. Others see a friend, a boss, and a fighter.

      My life hasn’t been easy. I’ve been beaten, raped, and lost my unborn baby at the hands of the man I thought loved me. Witnessed him shoot the ones I love. And was there to watch his life end. I’ve seen more death than I care to think about. I hope I never see that kind of carnage again.

      Panic attacks are still part of my daily life, even though it’s been years since I watched my best friend kill my ex-fiancé. I wish he hadn’t had to do it. I wish Brant had died at the hands of someone else. But Parker was the one to deliver the final blow. He did it so Brant couldn’t hurt anyone again. Parker will always carry that day with him—the one where he killed his own stepbrother.

      “I’m getting tired of waiting, B,” Parker whines as he flops down on the plush, lilac chair I have by the window in my home office.

      “You can’t rush me. You know this. I can’t force the characters to talk to me. And you being here, giving me shit about it, isn’t helping.”

      Parker is a man who will shout to the world how fabulous my romance novels are. He’s one of my biggest supporters and reads every single book I write. Then again, so does his wife, Astoria, and my assistant, Eve. They are all more than that, though. They’re my best friends—my family.

      I don’t just have regular friends. You know, the ones you see on occasion. The ones you text every now and then. No, these are my best friends. Five of them, to be exact.

      Cy and Eve are married. Parker and Astoria are married as well. And then there’s Finn. Just thinking of him sends a shiver up my spine in the best way, which I try to hide in Parker’s presence.

      Parker, Cy, and Finn were friends in high school and stayed friends as they grew up. Eve also went to school with them but wasn’t part of their clique. This is where it gets interesting and very soap opera-esque.

      When Cy was trying to figure out his emotions for Eve, Finn asked her out. That didn’t go over well with Cy. He’s about as alpha as they come. Obviously, nothing much happened between Eve and Finn. Anyone who looks at Cy and Eve knows they belong together. They’re as much in love now as they were when they first started dating.

      Then there’s Parker and Astoria. Again, when Parker and Tori weren’t getting along so well, Finn met her and asked her on a date, not knowing of the past she had with Parker. Parker is almost as alpha as Cy and wasn’t happy at all. That left Finn with two failed dates and two very pissed off men who were once his friends.

      I went to the same high school as them but graduated eight years prior. Parker and I were close when I was dating his brother. Brant didn't like that and was very jealous. That jealousy led to the horrible things he did to our unborn baby and me.

      The support of my friends is what got me through the hardest years of my life. Each person played a role in my healing, both mentally and physically.

      Fast forward to present day. Finn is still single, and I’m still hiding in my home—not voicing how I feel about him—how I’ve felt about him for some time now. Finn isn’t just another guy, though. He's one of the best men I've ever met. He ranks right up there with Parker and Cy, and that's a pretty high pedestal I have them on. They’ve gone above and beyond for me. They’ve fought for me, protected me, and loved me as only best friends can. The one thing I can’t tell them is: I’m secretly in love with Finn Bradley.

      No, the three guys don’t have a strained relationship anymore. They actually get along great and have guy’s nights all the time while Eve, Tori, and I do girl stuff.

      I’ve been asked if I have feelings for the super sexy Finn and every time, I say no, though I have a feeling Eve knows. She’s around me a lot. I don’t know how I’d get everything done if it weren’t for her.

      Finn comes to visit me often for lunch while Eve is here. She’ll wink and excuse herself to meet her husband. She insists Finn has feelings for me. However, he’s never voiced them, and I've never asked. I'm afraid to know. Afraid of a whole lot of things if I'm honest with myself.

      When I think of dating, of letting someone into my life on a permanent basis, fear takes over. The last man I let that close to me violated me in more ways than I want to remember. But with Finn, I feel like I might be able to let him in. If only I were willing to take the leap. And it’s a huge leap. Like the size of the Grand Canyon. But what if I get everything I’ve ever wanted?

      “You’re doing that thing again,” Parker observes. He stops scrolling on his phone to look at me.

      I wave him off. He doesn't need to know I'm thinking about a certain someone. "Just had a book idea," I lie. It's a believable one.

      He narrows his eyes then goes back to his phone. Thick blond hair falls forward over his forehead as he concentrates on what he’s doing. I have no doubt he’s researching something for work. He’s a very skilled software developer. To the point that what he’s created has made him millions when he sold it. He doesn’t need to work, but he loves what he does.

      “Why are you here, Parker?” There has to be a reason he dropped by. He doesn’t exactly have a boring home life. What with twin sons about to start kindergarten.

      He lies his head back on the chair. “Tora kicked me out for a while. Apparently, I was riling the boys up and making things worse.” Astoria was always Tora to Parker. Not Tori like the rest of us call her. No, that nickname is reserved solely for him.

      I laugh. “What did you do?”

      “I bought them a laser tag set and told them to play… inside.”

      “Why would you do that? It’s gorgeous out today. You have enough land and trees that they could have so much fun outside.”

      He levels me with a glare. “Listen, I never said my ideas were great, but she didn’t need to throw me out.”

      “I doubt she threw you out. You’re probably being dramatic.” He rolls his eyes.

      A knock sounds on my office door, causing my head to turn that way. There was a time when my house was always locked up tight, with the alarm set. That was when my ex was in jail and after he was released. Now that he’s dead, and time has passed, my fear of being attacked in my home has lessened. I still lock it down at night and set the alarm, but during the day it’s a revolving door of people. I love every minute of it.

      Finn peeks his head in. His chestnut hair is combed back from his face. Brown eyes crinkle slightly in the corners as a smile lights his face. He’s truly breathtaking. I let out a long, dreamy sigh before I realize what I’m doing.

      “Finn!” Parker says and stands to go over to him. “Come in and tell Blair to get her ass in gear. I hate waiting for her books. I’m the worst fan of hers because I’ll torment her relentlessly until I get my fix. I’m an addict, dude, and not too proud to admit it.”

      Finn chuckles and fully steps into the room. Today he’s wearing a pair of grey, plaid shorts with a white T-shirt that probably cost more than half my wardrobe. No cheap clothes for our Finn.

      To date, Finn owns three very successful, and very trendy, restaurants and one nightclub. His business has grown over the years, and he works tirelessly to ensure everything runs smoothly. I’ve lost track of how many times he’s passed out on my couch watching television because he’s run himself ragged.

      Finn shoves his hands into his pockets and rocks back on his heels. "I was hoping to lure Blair out for lunch. I have a new menu I'm testing at one of my restaurants and want her opinion."

      Parker taps his finger on his chin as he contemplates this. Not like I’m in the room or anything. “I guess that’s okay, as long as you can get her to tell you the name of Marina's killer. She left me hanging in the last book, and I'm still pissed about it."

      Finn turns to me and winks. He fucking winks, and it's all I can do not to melt in my chair. “I’ll see what I can get out of her.”

      Parker claps him on the shoulder. “You’re a good man, Finn Bradley. I’ll wait for a text from you later.” He gives me one backward glance before he slips out of my office and down the stairs, no doubt heading home to see if he’s allowed back in yet.

      That means I’m alone with Finn. Eve has the day off. It was ultrasound day for her. Cy and Eve are expecting their first child and found out what the sex of the baby was today. It’s a girl. I’m over the moon excited for them. But there is this small part of me that wishes I had my own child with me. The child I was robbed of many years ago.

      “Blair?” Finn asks gently as he approaches my desk. I focus on him and shake my melancholy away.

      “Sorry. A little lost in thought for a second there.” He smiles, but it doesn't reach his eyes. Finn has always been a gentle, calming presence since he entered my life.

      “Can you get away, or are you in the middle of something? I’m sorry. I should have called.”

      I wave him off. “Nonsense. I always have time for you.”

      Pushing back from my desk, I close my laptop then walk downstairs with Finn beside me. In my kitchen, I grab my purse and keys. Finn waits by the door for me like a perfect gentleman. That’s all he ever is. Never trying more. Never once attempting to kiss me. I want him to so badly, but then what? Would that be the end of us if he didn’t feel the same? I’d never want to lose him as a friend. He’s too important to me.

      Outside, after I’ve locked up and set the alarm, Finn opens the door of his pristinely clean, white Porsche Cayenne SUV. The restaurant business is good to him, and he has no problem showing off the fruits of his labor.

      The drive to the city doesn’t take long and before I realize it, we pull up in front of his newest restaurant, Bradley’s. Simply named for the man beside me.

      Since it’s early, and this place doesn’t normally serve lunch, Finn didn’t have to fight for a parking spot. He had this place built in a quieter part of downtown that’s currently on its way to becoming a trendier neighborhood. Finn loves being part of the revitalization.

      Before I can open my door, Finn is on my side doing it for me. I smile, thank him, and follow him as he unlocks the front door of the restaurant.

      “Beck!” he calls out.

      Beck rounds a corner and smiles wide when he sees us. He’s in his late twenties and listed as one of the top chefs. Finn was lucky to hire him when he did.

      “Finn, Blair, so nice of you to come by. I have a huge spread for you, so I hope you brought your appetites.” On cue, Finn’s stomach growls. He slaps a hand on it over his shirt. He has a solid wall of muscle under there. He works out regularly. “I’m hungry. I can’t wait to taste everything.”

      “Me, too,” I add, once I draw my gaze from Finn. “I haven’t eaten since six this morning.”

      Finn turns toward me as his eyebrows furrow, no doubt analyzing what I just said. Six in the morning isn’t crazy early. He doesn’t need to know I’ve actually been up since four, when I woke from a nightmare and couldn’t get back to sleep.

      Beck claps his hands together. “Perfect. Take a seat and allow me to dazzle your taste buds.”

      We walk to the only table currently set, and Finn pulls out a chair for me then takes his own.

      “Why were you up so early?” he asks. I didn’t think I’d be lucky enough to escape his questioning.

      I shrug, trying to make it seem like it’s nothing to worry about. “Just another nightmare. No big deal.”

      “Blair,” Finn says softly as he reaches for my hand to give it a gentle squeeze. “You should have called me. I would have come over.”

      There was a time when I’d wake from a nightmare and call Parker. My anxiety would be so bad that I’d hide in my closet or bathtub until he got there and would help calm me. Since Brant was killed, the nightmares haven’t completely gone away, but my anxiety has lessened. Brant couldn’t get me anymore. With the help of therapy, I’ve come a long way.

      I squeeze Finn’s hand back. “You’ve been working long hours. You don’t need me waking you early with my problems.”

      "You could call me ten times a night, and I would always be there. Nothing in my life is more important than you. I want you to be happy, Blair." He means it, too. Finn is the kind of man who would drop everything if a friend was in need. I’m just not someone who would ever take advantage of that.
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      A nightmare is a big deal, even if Blair doesn’t want to admit it. I’ve gone over to her house in the mornings after she’s had one. She has bags under her eyes. She’s more withdrawn. You can see the dark shadows of the dream dancing in her eyes. I hate seeing her upset. But today she seems good.

      Beck strides toward the table with a tray full of food. I release Blair’s hand to sit back while he lays everything on the table. I’ve lost my appetite. I want nothing more than to comfort Blair and take her home. However, I can’t do that. Beck’s excited about us trying out some ideas he has, and maybe it’s not the worst thing for Blair to be out of the house. Besides, if she didn’t want to go, she’d have told me.

      We spend the next hour sampling all kinds of food. Pairings I never thought would go together, but when Beck does it, he makes the flavors sing in harmony. It reminds me of the reason I hired him. He's the fucking best.

      The drive back to Blair’s house is done in silence. Nothing more of the nightmare was said while we ate, and I didn’t want to bring it up. The last thing I want to do is cause Blair more pain. I have no doubt her thinking about the nightmare will do that.

      To say I’m in love with Blair is an understatement. What I feel for her is an all-encompassing, earth-shattering, would die for her kind of love. Of course, I’ve never told her that. I don’t think she sees me as anything other than a friend. Which is just lovely. Apparently, I need more friends. Parker, Cy, Tori, and Eve are enough. I want Blair as more. But how? It's been years, and she's never given any inkling of feelings for me that are more than PG rated.

      Every time I see her, every time she’s close, it takes everything in me not to pull her into my arms and find out what her lips taste like. I could never make a move like that on Blair, though. Not after all she’s been through. She has to make the first move. She has to tell me she’s okay.

      I know about her past. One night when we were watching a movie together years ago, she told me. She laid it out there while I held her as she cried. I know every part of Blair. Not only her past but the good things as well. Little tidbits of information that have been revealed to me throughout our friendship.

      Parker warned me never to hurt her. This was back when he thought we were an item. We weren’t then. We aren’t now.

      I pull into her driveway and shut the SUV off. I have zero plans of going back into the city until tonight. I’m going to spend the afternoon here, where she can talk if she wants or say nothing and just have the peace of mind of someone being home with her.

      “You’re staying?” she asks before getting out.

      “If that’s okay. I can work. I have my laptop.”

      She nods. “Company would be nice.”

      We get out of the SUV, and I grab my laptop bag from the back seat. Blair unlocks the door and disarms the alarm. Arrow Falls isn’t a big town. It’s the kind of place where everyone knows everyone else. There aren’t many secrets here. Well, except for the ones held behind tightly closed doors. Like the hell Cy dealt with that none of us knew about. Even thinking about what he went through ignites my veins with rage. Then there’s what happened with Blair before she came to live here. Everything that took place in her home, and Parker’s as well, at the hands of her ex is something the entire town knows about. Hell, people across the country heard, thanks to the media. It’s not every day a best-selling author is involved in such a thing. People were killed. Others were shot. It was brutal. Blair is more at peace now. She doesn’t have her unhinged ex gunning for her.

      Inside, we walk upstairs to Blair’s office. She settles around the desk, while I pull up a chair in front of her. We both open our computers so the tops of the screens touch and we’re facing one another. This isn’t the first time we’ve worked like this. Actually, we’ve done it countless times. I like to sneak glances at the stunning woman in front of me as she works.

      Blair writes under the pen name Brenda Simone. Her books are loved and sell like motherfuckers every time she releases. She loves what she does. Her face lights up when she writes. I've seen her laugh and cry with her characters. She says I must think she's crazy with how she talks to them. But I don't see crazy. I see a woman who is passionate about what she does for a living, and that's amazing.

      Her long, dark hair hangs over her shoulders for a moment before she pulls it back and twists it into a messy bun, which is only held up by two pencils she found on her desk. Her brown eyes focus on the laptop screen as her nails click away on the keyboard. I’m so fucking gone for this woman, it’s not even funny.

      She looks up and catches me watching her. A blush rises to her cheeks. “What?”

      I smile. “You’re stunning.” It’s not the first time I’ve told her how attractive she is, but it is the first time I’ve added a little heat to my words.

      She ducks her head. “I’m not.”

      “Blair, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” Sure, I could have kept that feeling to myself, but I find I can’t keep my mouth shut at the moment. I want so much more with her. I want a life with her.

      “I know how you see me, Finn.”

      I cock my head. “You do?" There's no way she knows the extent of my feelings, so I'm curious as to what she has to say.

      She sighs and leans back in her chair. Her eyes fully focus on me. “I’m a friend. Just like Eve and Tori are. I’m someone you can hang out with and talk to with no strings attached. I’m your best friend, who’s always there for you no matter what.”

      And here’s more honesty from me. “Well, you’re right about some things. You are my best friend. You are always there for me. But you’re more than that, Blair. I don’t see you how I do Tori and Eve. I never have.”

      She sucks in a breath. “What do you mean?”

      I scrub a hand over my face, trying to decide how much I want to lay out there. This could backfire so fucking fast. “I have feelings for you.” There, I said it. Like ripping a bandage off. Okay, so I didn’t profess my undying love, but it’s something. Maybe enough to push us to the next level, or enough to push us over a cliff, with no chance of salvaging our friendship.

      “Finn,” she whispers. In her eyes I see many emotions, but the strongest is hope.

      Standing from my chair, I walk over, stopping in front of her. She peers up at me, and I hate not being on her level, so I kneel on the floor before her and carefully take her hands in mine. Her bottom lip quivers. “I’m not proposing marriage or anything.” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. A small smile breaks out on her face. “If you’re up for it, I’d like to date you, Blair. I’d like to take you out, have fun with you, maybe end the night with a kiss if I’m lucky.”

      “This is like something out of one of my books.”

      “It’s better. Because in your head it’s merely fiction. I’m here in real life, in front of you, asking for a chance at more.”

      She leans forward and softly brushes her fingers over my cheek then returns her hand to mine. I’m suddenly grateful I decided to shave this morning, and my skin is smooth. I wouldn't want to miss a second of feeling Blair's touch. "I don't want to ruin our friendship."

      I lean away and let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “I understand.” I move to drop her hands, but she doesn’t let me. She holds them tighter.

      “You didn’t let me finish. I want this with you, but I’m scared. I don’t ever want to lose what we have. Can you promise me, no matter what happens, we won't lose that?"

      I move in closer, to the point she parts her legs so I can wrap my hands around the back of her waist and peer into those gorgeous eyes I see in my dreams. “Nothing will ever happen to our friendship, Blair. But I can’t predict the future. I can’t tell you whether this is a good idea or not. All I know is I have to try, because not being able to touch or kiss you is the worst kind of torture. You’re all I think about, Blair. You’re all I want. And if that means what we have is nothing more than a friendship, I’ll take it. If it means more, I’m on board with that, too. You hold the reins here. Nothing will happen unless you want it to.”

      “A date?” She smiles.

      “A date. My treat. And it will be a surprise.”

      “Tonight?” she asks eagerly.

      “Tonight.”

      Blair reaches up to cup my cheeks. I relish the touch. I want to hold on to this feeling forever. “Can I kiss you now and after the date?”

      “You can do whatever you want to me.”

      Blair leans down. Her sweet breath ghosts over my lips a second before she touches hers to mine. It’s a soft kiss at first, tentative. I let her lead but can’t help tightening my hold on her waist. I’m worried at any moment I’m going to wake up and this will all have been a dream.

      The first touch of her tongue to my lips has a moan rising up my throat, as I immediately part them for her. She has all of me. Her tongue seeks mine out, and the second they touch, it's like everything in my world is finally right. Like I'm home with the woman in my arms.

      We angle our heads to deepen the kiss as Blair’s fingers thread into my hair. My body is at war with my mind. I’d love nothing more than to pull her from the chair onto my lap so she can feel how much I want her. I’m hard as a fucking rock, and it's all thanks to a kiss from Blair. But I resist. I won't do that. I meant it when I said nothing would happen unless she wants it to. She's leading. I’m along for the ride.

      Blair pulls back, breaking our kiss, but doesn't go far. She smiles, shyly. "Wow." Her fingers dance over her lips. "That was… Wow."

      I smile. “You can say that again.”

      “I always wondered what it would be like to kiss you.”

      I jerk back in shock. “You did?” No. Blair couldn’t have been thinking about me like I was her. Right? We couldn’t both have wanted this for a while. If so, that means we could have been together. We could be in a committed relationship right now.

      I want to say we missed out, but that would be a lie. Truth be told, I don't regret a day I spent getting to know Blair. Every single one is a gift. And if it led me to where I currently am, I’d take it slow again in a heartbeat.

      “I’ve kind of had a crush on you, Finn.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Kind of?”

      She shoves my shoulder lightly, but I don’t move. “Okay. For years I’ve been lusting after you. There. Are you happy now?”

      I move closer until our lips are millimeters apart. “You want me, Blair?” She nods. “I’m yours. There’s no one else I desire like you.”

      "Oh, Finn." She closes the distance and kisses me again. This time it's more urgent, needier. I fucking love it. I love that she confessed her feelings to me.

      After a minute, I’m the one to break us apart.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “Nothing. But if we don’t stop, we’ll go further than I’m willing to at the moment.”

      She nods and bites her lower lip. It’s almost my undoing. Instead of pulling it from between her teeth, I stand. Blair’s eyes immediately move to my crotch, where my dick strains against the fly of my shorts. There’s no fucking hiding it.

      I reach down to adjust myself. “Sorry about that.” I’ve never been shy about sex. No reason to start now.

      “Don’t apologize.” She slowly lifts her gaze to mine. “I love that I turned you on so much.”

      “Baby, you make me as hard as steel.”
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      I’m not sure where this bold side of me came from, but I think Finn likes it. The smile on his face as he grabbed his very impressive bulge has me squeezing my legs together.

      I miss sex.

      I miss being touched.

      Loved.

      Wanted.

      There’s still this small part of my mind throwing up red flags. I’ve talked to my therapist about sex, to the point of exhausting the topic. If there’s anyone in this world who will take care of me in bed, it’s Finn. I trust him with my life. But the panic is still there. It lies in wait inside of me so it can spring to attention anytime I’m triggered.

      The gentle touch of Finn’s fingers on my cheek brings my attention back to him. “Blair? I lost you for a second there.”

      Peering up at him, I decide to tell him how I feel. I’d rather do it now than when I’m in bed with him later. If we end up in bed. “I might freak out.”

      “Why would you?”

      I wave my hand in front of him, mostly at his crotch. “Us, naked, in bed. It might trigger me into a panic attack. I'm not sure. I haven't been with anyone in a long time, and all those toys I have don't exactly do the same thing as a real live person.” My face immediately heats as I realize what I just confessed to. Maybe I should bring him into my bedroom and pull open the two drawers full of sex toys I have. That’s a real turn-on. Look at the broken woman and the toys she keeps because she’s too afraid to be with a man.

      Finn doesn’t falter, though. His caring eyes hold mine with all the patience in the world. “We won’t go any farther than you want to. You set the pace.”

      I stand and take his hand in mine. “What if I want more? What if I want it all?”

      “Then I’ll be here. But if you decide it’s too much, I’ll still be here. Whether I’m holding you or making love to you, it won’t matter. Just being in your life is important to me.” My mind sticks on two words—making love. Does Finn love me? It’s not like we just met. We’ve known each other for years. Could he have fallen in love with me, even though we’ve never been intimate? Never even kissed? And better yet, could I possibly be in love with him?

      My head spins at the questions running through my mind. It's going to take some doing to get me out of my head. But Finn could do it. I look at him sometimes, and the entire world falls away. He has that much power over me.

      Never did I think I’d let someone hold power like that again. However, with Finn, it wasn’t me relinquishing control. It wasn’t me giving him everything at once. He’s earned bits and pieces of my trust over the years with his comfort, his unwavering strength, and his kindness.

      “How about this?” he asks. “We don’t plan further than dinner tonight. We don’t think about what’s going to happen. Let’s focus on the meal and let whatever happens after that, happen.”

      I smile. “I can do that. You don’t have to work?” Finn works every night and every day. He’s a workaholic. It fits with me, though. I can write through the night. I can sit and watch television then shoot up and have to jot something down. When inspiration comes, I run with it. Finn usually laughs and asks to see what I wrote. That is when he’s here. He hasn’t seen me pop awake in the middle of the night to jot down ideas on the little pad of paper I keep on my nightstand.

      The idea of him being in bed with me warms me but also worries me. He’d see the quirky part of me. The author part that has wild dreams that turn into book ideas. But he’d get my nightmares, too.

      “I’ll cancel the plans I had for this evening,” he replies.

      “You don’t have to do that. We can go out anytime.”

      "We can and we will. Tonight." Finn's eyes are molten pools of heat, and I’m held in their depths.

      “Okay,” I say.

      With that, he drops a quick kiss on my forehead and goes back to his side of the desk to start working again. I told him I’d get him a desk in here. He likes working with me, but he refuses every time I bring up adding something for him. I wonder if it’s because he likes looking at me when he works.

      Sitting down, I glance up to find his eyes on me. I squirm a little in my seat. Is it possible to come from a look? If so, I think Finn might be able to take me there. That would be interesting. Imagine being on a date and one look from the other person pushes me over the edge into a full on orgasm, regardless of who’s around. I shake my head. I write too many smutty books. My mind is extremely dirty.

      I tap a pen against my lip while I think. I wonder if Finn would be interested in playing with any of my toys. I’ve seen enough porn to know men can get off using a vibrator pressed to their dick. And they like it. No, I don’t have any cock rings, prostate massagers, or sleeves. I could get them, though, if he wanted me to.

      Finn groans. “Are you trying to kill me, Blair?”

      I focus on him again and realize I’m swirling my tongue around the capped pen. “Sorry.” Finn doesn’t look sorry, though. He’s gripping himself through his shorts. God, what I wouldn’t give to watch him take his dick out and pleasure himself.

      “Like something you see?” Fuck, he’s cocky right now.

      “I don’t think you want to know what’s running through my mind.”

      “I think I do.”

      “I write romance, Finn. Some of it is exceptionally dirty.”

      “Tell me what you want, baby.” That’s the second time he’s called me baby. Hearing it floods my body, reaching my core, making me want him more.

      “Fuck,” I moan and reach down to touch myself briefly. When did my office become the stage for porn?

      “Damn, you’re hot,” he says in a gravely voice. If I weren't so turned on, I'd be embarrassed, but desire is winning right now.

      I don’t move my hand but press it firmer against my mound as I watch Finn stroke himself through his shorts. How did we get here? Oh, I know. We both confessed we have feelings for one another, and now we're touching ourselves instead of talking or fucking.

      Finn’s eyes hold mine as he pops the button of his shorts and lowers his zipper. “Is this okay?” He’d stop if I asked him to. I know that for certain. And that gives me the strength to tell him to keep going. I nod.

      Finn reaches inside his shorts, inside his grey boxer briefs, and pulls his dick free. He’s long, thick, and hard.

      He tugs on himself a few times before running his thumb along the tip to collect the precum that’s built up. “This is because of you, Blair. You do this to me.”

      I moan again and decide to throw caution to the wind and slip my hand inside my shorts. They’re cotton with an elastic waistband, so it’s easily done. I glide my fingers along myself and find how wet I am.

      Finn jerks himself, adding a twist of his wrist every now and then. It’s the single most erotic thing I’ve ever seen. His eyes are hooded, his lips parted. "God, baby. I wish this were your hand on me. Fuck, I want you so bad." I could get up and go to him. We could pleasure each other. However, I don’t want the moment we have to end.

      My body tenses as my orgasm builds. If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to get myself off fast. I’m close to the edge. My breathing picks up; my chest rises and falls quickly.

      “Come for me, Blair. Let me see how much I affect you.”

      That’s all I need to send myself flying. I cry out as I quicken my pace and rub myself until I can’t take it anymore. The moment I come back to earth, I find Finn jerking himself faster. His shirt is lifted up to his neck, his glorious, rock hard abs on display. Two more pulls and he’s coming hard onto his stomach and chest as my name leaves his lips. Fuck, this is hot. I’m going to play this scene over and over in my mind every time I’m horny and alone.

      Finn swipes the remaining come from his dick then tucks himself back in. Reaching forward, he grabs a few tissues from my desk to clean himself up and tosses them into the garbage.

      With his shirt lowered and his shorts buttoned up, he leans forward as I pull my hand from my shorts. With gentle fingers, he reaches across the desk to take my hand in his and brings my still wet fingers to his mouth. He sucks them hard, causing another jolt of lust to rush through me.

      “So fucking sweet, Blair. All for me.”

      “Do you read romance books when I’m not around?” I ask.

      He chuckles as he releases me. “No.”

      “Because you’re seriously book boyfriend material right now. I couldn’t have written a better scene.”

      He ignores my statement and regards me with concern. “Was that okay with you? It didn’t cause you any pain, right?” He’s talking about emotionally. Nothing I did hurt me physically.

      “No, I’m fine. Honest.”

      “We don’t ever have to do more than that.”

      “I want to, Finn. If anything, that showed me I’m ready for more. Only if you are.” I’m grateful nothing about what we did triggered a panic attack.

      “I am.” He nods in response.

      Over the course of the next two hours, we both work, sneaking glances at one another, and try to focus. I get a chapter written, and it’s hands down one of the raunchiest things I’ve ever written. I’m not even sure what book it’s going to go into, but damn, Finn inspired it. I had to get it down.

      He closes his laptop. “I need to get home to shower and change. How does six sound?”

      “Good. Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise, remember?” He smiles.

      “Well, at least give me a hint. I have to know how to dress.”

      “You’re perfect as you are, Blair. This is nothing fancy. Not tonight. Not for our first date.”

      Finn and I have been to dinner plenty of times as friends, and they've been fancy as hell. I can't help but wonder where we're going. It won’t be to one of his restaurants. They’re all upscale. He wouldn’t take me to the club. That’s not my scene and can trigger a panic attack in under five seconds. Too many people pushing around me. Nope. I’m good not going there.

      He doesn’t kiss me or do anything other than smile before he leaves the room and descends the stairs. I listen as the door closes. With him gone, the house is very quiet.

      I have a while before I need to get ready. He said I’m fine as I am, but I want to shower and put on something else before he gets here.

      Staring at my screen, I read through the chapter I just wrote. It makes me hot all over. Then I picture what happened this afternoon. Finn in my office with his dick in his hand as he came while watching me touch myself. He was so fucking sexy.

      I’m not sure how I got so lucky to have him in my life, but I won’t take a minute of whatever this is between us for granted. I have a feeling we’re going to be one of those couples that go from zero to a thousand in a short amount of time. That’s okay with me. With Finn, I’m all in.

      It’s a scary thought, but one that feels right. I have to try and keep the fear from my mind tonight. There’s no room for it. I sure as hell didn’t panic when I was making myself come in front of him. I just have to hope I can focus on nothing but him tonight and keep those negative thoughts at bay. I don’t want anything to derail our evening.
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      I decide to take Blair on a quiet date. One that doesn’t involve people around us. Nothing that could bother her anxiety. So when I show up at her house in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, much as I had on earlier, she's surprised.

      She walks downstairs as I come inside. Looks me up and down. "I guess I'm not underdressed then." Blair's wearing a skirt with varying shades of blue and white that comes to her knees. It flutters around her as she walks. Her top is a sleeveless, white blouse with the top few buttons undone.

      I hold out a dozen, long-stemmed red roses I stopped to buy her on my way over. She walks over to me, stepping close enough to take the bouquet and inhales one of the delicate flowers.

      I can’t help but rake her over from head to toe. “You’re stunning,” I tell her. It takes everything in me not to reach forward and pull her into my arms.

      “Me?” She scoffs. “You’ve seen yourself in a mirror, right?”

      I shrug. “I’m in something similar to what I was earlier.”

      “And you were hot then.”

      I can’t resist anymore and step forward to place a tentative hand on her waist. “I love this side of you.”

      Her eyes peer up into mine. A slight blush pinks her cheeks. “Are we really doing this?”

      I chuckle. “I think we really did this earlier.” Reaching up, I drag my thumb over her lower lip. “Last chance, Blair. If you don't want to go further, say so now. I have a feeling once I get you in my arms, I'm never going to let you go."

      “I could get on board with that,” she says breathily.

      “Can I kiss you?” I don’t want to dive in. I need to make sure she’s comfortable. Always.

      “Yes.” She places the roses on the table beside us.

      With that, I dip my head and take possession of her lips. She tastes minty and sweet. The first sweep of my tongue into her mouth causes her to moan and my dick to harden. God, I want her so bad. It seems I’m insatiable where she’s concerned. When I left earlier to shower and change, I also did so because coming once wasn’t enough. I jerked off in the shower, too. Now that I know what she looks like when she comes undone, the vision will permanently be etched in my head. It drove me out of my mind to see her that way. And fuck, I want to see it again as I slip into her and drive her over the edge.

      “God, Blair,” I breathe out as I break the kiss and rest my forehead on hers. “We should stop so we can eat.”

      Her hands fist my shirt at my back. “I wouldn’t mind if we kept going.” She nips at my bottom lip.

      “I want to feed you first. You need your strength.”

      “Got plans for me afterward, Bradley?” I groan at her use of my last name. There’s something very hot about it coming from her lips.

      “Baby, you have no idea what I want to do to you.”

      Pulling back the rest of the way, I put space between us. Blair picks up the roses and brings them into the kitchen to fill a vase with water then places the flowers in it. When she’s back in front of me, I take her hand in mine and lead her out to my SUV. Before going, she locks the house and sets the alarm.

      We slip into the cool leather of our ride and make the short drive to the falls our town is famous for. I turn off on a dirt road only the locals are aware of, and follow it through the woods until we reach a small clearing. I exit first and go to the passenger side to open the door for Blair. She accepts my hand as I lead her out. Luckily, she’s wearing flats, so it won’t be hard walking down to the river. I open the back and pull out a picnic basket.

      “I had no idea you were such a romantic,” Blair says once she sees what I have.

      “That’s because you’ve never seen this side of me.” I wink.

      Together, we walk down a dirt footpath. The trees tower over our heads as the sounds of the falls filter to our ears. The sun is still shining brightly above. The heat of the day, combined with the humidity, is bordering on being too much. There’s a place we can sit with plenty of shade. Plus, it’s a little cooler by the water.

      There are a couple of fallen trees we have to climb over and some low branches to duck under, but eventually, we break through to a grassy area near the river.

      Glancing around, I note the people walking on an elevated wooden bridge above. They’re most likely tourists who stop to visit our little town. Down here, Blair and I are alone.

      I tug her off to the side so no one above can see us and where the sun can’t cast its rays on us. After placing the basket down, I open it and pull out a soft, cotton throw I pulled off the back of my couch. It's thin enough that we won't sweat sitting on it but protects us from the pointy blades of the grass.

      Blair takes a seat beside me as I reach in and pull the items from the basket. There are sandwiches, cut fruit, brie, and a bottle of sparkling cider along with two glasses. Blair has to take medicine for her anxiety sometimes, and I don't want alcohol to mix with it. No, I don't know when she takes it. She told me it’s on an as needed basis at this point, since she’s doing much better. However, I’d rather err on the side of caution.

      We sit and talk as we eat. It’s comfortable with no forced conversation. Knowing Blair as long as I have, we can easily speak about nothing much and have fun doing it.

      I start to pack up our dinner as Blair fans herself with her hand. It’s getting too hot out here. It was fine for a bit. Now I’m sweating. Noise from the trail draws my attention. I turn, and there are Parker and Tori smiling at each other as they emerge into the clearing.

      There was a time in my life when I was jealous of the bond they shared. I wanted that. I wanted to love and be loved so badly. Now I might have that chance with Blair. There’s no jealousy left. All I see and have seen for some time when I look at Parker and Tori are two people madly in love, no matter how many years go by.

      Parker turns, and his eyes land on me. "Bradley, what are you doing here? Got some hot date?" Blair stands from behind me, revealing herself to Parker. "B?" Parker's eyes move from her to me and back again. “Are you two on a date?” He looks like a deer caught in headlights.

      Blair briefly touches my shoulder before walking over to Parker and Tori. Parker is stunned looking at Blair, while Tori is smiling wide.

      “Parker,” Blair says softly.

      “Are you dating?”

      “This is our first date, yes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asks in the most dejected tone I’ve ever heard.

      “I would have had you given me time. This is new. Only happened this afternoon.”

      I keep glancing up as I pack everything away and fold the blanket to return it to the basket. From what I can tell, Parker isn't angry. Not that I thought he necessarily would be, but who knows? Back in the day, he wanted to rip my throat out because I went on one date with Tori when they weren't even together.

      I walk in their direction as they stop talking and turn toward me. Blair smiles, and damn, it does something inside me.

      “Okay?” I ask. Blair nods.

      “I wish I would have known,” Parker says sulkily.

      Tori smacks him lightly on the chest. “Would you stop? Blair doesn’t have to tell you everything that goes on in her life." Parker cocks an eyebrow. "Okay, she doesn't have to, but she usually does. You didn't even give her a chance to get through the date."

      “Fair point,” he mutters then turns to me. His gaze becomes hard and serious. “If you hurt her—”

      “I know. I know," I reply. "But I would never do that. She's everything to me, Parker." Something in my eyes must let him know I'm telling the truth. He nods then turns to Tori, who gives him a quick kiss.

      Blair slips her hand into mine, and I smile at her. We say our goodbyes to them and make our way back to my SUV. Inside, with the basket in the back seat, I crank the air-conditioning. The cool air feels good against my skin.

      Blair rests her head back on the seat and smiles over at me. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I know it wasn’t much, but I thought you’d like it more than going out somewhere.”

      She reaches up to run her finger along my cheek, down to my jaw. “I did. You know me so well, Finn. There’s no awkwardness with us.”

      “There isn’t.”

      She bites her lower lip then releases it. “So, are we dating?”

      “I’d prefer it if we were exclusive.” I lean in so I’m only a breath away. “I don’t want anyone else. Only you, Blair.”

      “I don’t either.”

      I lower my lips to hers and kiss her softly. There’s heat behind it, but not enough to get us both to the point that we’re going to fuck in my Porsche. Although I'd love to do that one day.

      I pull back with a smile, adjust my dick, and start the short drive back to Blair's. There have been times when she's come to my place. I have a penthouse apartment in the city that I love, but Blair is more comfortable in her own space. In truth, I love it where she lives. I love Arrow Falls. From a business perspective, it's easier for me to live near where I work. Although, there have been plenty of times I've slept at her house—on her couch or in her spare room—and driven in when I woke. I also can work from pretty much anywhere, unless I’m needed on site for something. When I stay at home, I go to the restaurants and the club more to check in. Even though I have people running each location, I’m very hands on. I’ve also been actively looking for my next business venture. I’m not sure if I want more restaurants or not.

      Back in Blair’s home, she excuses herself to go upstairs and get comfortable. Wearing skirts isn’t her typical thing. She’s more of a cotton shorts and tank tops in the summer and leggings and comfortable shirts in the winter type of woman.

      Blair returns five minutes later with her hair swept up into a ponytail, a pair of black cotton shorts on, and a T-shirt with the name of my club on it. Every time I get new merchandise, I bring shirts for Blair. She loves them a size too big.

      Walking over, she sits beside me on the couch and leans into my side. I instantly put my arm around her and begin tracing small circles over her upper arm. God, I love this. I can sit on the couch in comfort with my arm around the woman I love. There isn’t much that’s better.

      I have to keep the words of affection inside for now. I'm afraid I'll scare her off if I say them too soon. No, it's not like we're newly acquainted, but this whole relationship thing is new to us.

      “I could get used to this,” she says.

      I chuckle. “You should be used to this. I’m surprised there isn’t a permanent indent from my ass on your couch. I’m here all the time.”

      “Hey,” she smacks my stomach lightly. “I happen to like that indent. It cradles me nicely.”

      I turn to peer down at her. “Oh? You like sitting in my spot?”

      “I will say no more.”

      “I like you everywhere I am, Blair.”

      Her lips quirk up. “Is this crazy? Us?”

      “Not at all.”

      “It’s fast.”

      “No, it’s not when you think about how long we’ve known each other.”

      “Yeah, but to go from friendship to boyfriend and girlfriend so fast.”

      I cup her cheek. “Who’s to say what’s too fast or too slow? No one out there can judge us. The only people who matter are the two of us, and I love everything about being with you."
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      We sit on the couch a while longer before I yawn loudly. So attractive. Finn stands and takes my hand in his to pull me up then he leads me upstairs. Butterflies take flight in my stomach as I wonder what’s going to happen next.

      Is he going to tuck me in and leave? Crawl into bed beside me and sleep? Want to fuck me senseless well into the night?

      We reach the bedroom, and he turns to me. “I can practically hear your mind working. What are you thinking?”

      “Just curious about what happens next.”

      “What do you want to happen?” He brushes the backs of his fingers over my cheek.

      “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Then I won’t.”

      “I want you to sleep in bed with me.”

      “Then I will.”

      Here goes nothing. “I want you to make love to me.”

      A slow smile forms on his lips. God, he’s fucking gorgeous. “It would be an honor.”

      He leans down and kisses me in a slow, sensual, mind-melting way. I grip his arms to hold on. At any moment I feel like I’m going to disappear into a puddle on the floor.

      Finn pulls back and leads me to the bed where he lifts my shirt slowly and tosses it to the floor. He trails his fingers over the lacey edge of my bra, causing my body to break out in goosebumps. Sliding over, he circles my nipple through the cup of my bra, making it harden instantly.

      My body starts to throb with need. Have I ever been this turned on with such a simple touch? I don’t think so. Of course, the last time I was with someone was Brant and… Nope. Not going there. He has no place in this. I’ll be damned if he ruins this experience for me.

      “Blair?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “I don’t mind if it does. I want you comfortable. I don’t want to push you too hard.”

      "You're not. I promise. If it's too much, I'll tell you. I want this, Finn."

      He nods then lets his fingers slip to my back, where he quickly unhooks my bra. It slides down my arms. I toss it to the side, leaving myself bare to him from the waist up.

      “You’re stunning, baby,” he tells me.

      With a delicate touch, he takes my breasts in his hands before dipping down to swirl his tongue around my nipple. I arch into him as my fingers find his shoulders and dig into them.

      Finn releases me, drops to his knees, and hooks his fingers into the top of my shorts to pull them down, as well as my panties. They fall to my feet, and Finn’s there, carefully lifting each leg so I can step out of them.

      Sliding his hands up my legs, he doesn’t stop until he reaches the juncture of my thighs. “Spread your legs for me.” I do so without hesitation. I’m exposed, but it feels right. I don't think I could lay myself bare like this to anyone but him.

      He parts me and takes a long, slow sweep with his tongue up my center. I cry out and grip his shoulders hard before my knees buckle.

      The feel of his tongue, the moans coming from him as he tastes me, it's all too much, and I'm suddenly on the verge of an orgasm. I push him back as I pant out for him to stop, telling him how close I am.

      Finn stands and makes quick work of his clothes until he’s naked in front of me. Sure, I saw his dick earlier but looking at the full package… Holy. Fuck.

      “I want to spend the night making this last, but I fear once I get inside of you, I won’t be able to,” he admits.

      I reach out to trace the lines of the muscles on his stomach. “Book boyfriends do exist,” I murmur.

      Finn chuckles. “Is this going in one of your books?”

      “Hell, no. This is all for me.”

      “I’m glad I measure up.”

      “Measure up? You’d blow away anyone I could write.”

      He takes my hand in his and pulls me toward the bed where he sits then tugs me onto his lap so I’m straddling him, placed right over his very hard cock.

      Groaning, he puts his hands on my waist and slowly begins rocking me over him, my wetness coating him as we move. “Holy fuck, I could come right now,” he says.

      My fingers thread into his hair as I lean down and kiss him hard. Screw trying to take things slow. I’m mesmerized by the man beneath me. I want him inside me. Now.

      “Finn, please,” I beg between kisses.

      “Condoms?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to use one. I haven’t been with anyone since… Well, you know. And I was tested repeatedly since then.”

      He groans again. “God, Blair. I haven’t been with anyone in a while and I’m clean. Are you sure?”

      I nod. “I’m on the pill. Please.”

      “Jesus.”

      He kisses me again as he drags us back on the bed until I'm lying on him, then he flips us over so he's on top. With smooth movements, he slides his dick over my clit, and motherfuck if I’m not a second from coming.

      “I want you in me.” I writhe beneath him

      My legs hook over his hips as he lines up then slowly sinks into me. Every delicious inch is felt as he fills me until he’s fully seated. I wrap my legs around him and pull him down close.

      “No space between us,” I tell him. “I want to feel all of you.”

      “You slay me, Blair.”

      His lips are on mine again and our bodies move fluidly, as if we were made for each other. Every thrust drives me closer and closer to the precipice.

      Finn reaches between us, finds my clit, and strokes me as he slams home over and over again. “Come for me, baby. I’m so fucking close.”

      “Fuck, Finn.”

      He slams into me two more times before I’m pushed over the edge. My orgasm hits me with such force that everything around me ceases to exist. I’m floating in this wonderful place of sheer bliss. There are stars behind my eyes, and I hear my name fall over and over from Finn’s lips as he follows me.

      When I finally start to come down, he’s kissing my face, jaw, and neck. He’s whispering words of adoration and affection. All I can think of is one word—love.

      Emotion builds within me, and it becomes hard to swallow. Tears leak from the corners of my eyes and track down my cheeks.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” Finn asks, his voice full of worry.

      “I…” I bring my hands up and cover my eyes. God, this is embarrassing. Crying after sex with Finn wasn’t something I wanted.

      “Don’t hide. You never have to hide from me.” He slowly pulls my hands away.

      I open my eyes and take in the gorgeous man over me. His face is marred with concern, and his eyes have tears pooled there. “Finn?”

      “Please, Blair,” his voice shakes. “Tell me what I did wrong. I never want to hurt you.”

      “No,” I rush to say. “You didn’t hurt me. It’s the opposite.” I take a deep breath and let it out. “I love you, Finn. So much it scares me.”

      He buries his face in my neck. After a few deep breaths, he pulls back and his brown eyes hold mine. “I love you, too. God, I love you so fucking much, Blair.”

      Fresh tears pour down my face as I grip his hair and bring him in for a kiss. This is like Christmas and my birthday and every fucking other wonderful day wrapped up into one. Finn Bradley loves me.

      His arms wrap around me and he rolls us to our sides. We kiss and talk and touch well into the night, until we’re both sated and relaxed to the point that Finn drifts off to sleep, holding me tightly.

      My mind doesn’t quite let me sleep yet as I think about everything that happened today. Finn and I both got off in my office. We went on our first date. We made love. I had sex for the first time in what feels like forever. And we both confessed our love for one another. Talk about a whirlwind romance.

      But this isn’t one of my books. This isn’t a fictional story. This is my real life with Finn. And it’s only the beginning.
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      The sound of pots and pans banging downstairs draws me from sleep. Warmth envelops me, telling me a very sexy man is still in my bed.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he says when I stir.

      “Good morning to you, too.” Something drops to the floor in the kitchen with a loud clang as hushed whispers float upstairs. “Who’s in my house?”

      “Well, since you set the alarm when we got back last night, it can only be four people. Either it’s all of them or some of them. I heard a male and a female voice, but I can’t make out who they belong to.”

      I glance over and realize my bedroom door is wide open and I’m still blissfully naked in bed with Finn. At least there’s a sheet covering us. “Maybe we should get dressed and see who’s down there.”

      He drags his nose along my neck. “But that means I have to let you go.”

      “You never have to let me go. I’m in this for as long as you’ll have me,” I say honestly.

      He lifts his head and smiles. “Until death? Because I have no intention of ever being without you. I want to be in bed with you every night.” He kisses my nose. “Have meals with you every day.” He kisses my cheek. “And spend every day telling you how much I love you.”

      I smile. “I can’t believe this is real.”

      Someone groans from the doorway. “Oh, come on,” Parker says. “I don’t need to hear this.”

      “Problem, Maxfield?” Finn asks.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to hear the mushy stuff you’re saying to my best friend.”

      “Well, she’s my girlfriend now, so get used to it.”

      Parker doesn’t turn, just keeps his back to us. “I want better than girlfriend, Finn. B isn’t someone you screw around with then leave when you’re bored or when shit gets tough. Remember, I know where you live, and Cy and I are quite capable of breaking down your door and kicking your ass.”

      I chuckle. “I know you are, but this is only the beginning of Blair and me. I’m not about to propose to her yet.” Yet. I hang on to that word. Maybe one day, he will. I shouldn't be thinking about marriage. One fucking date and I have us reciting vows.

      Finn tickles my side, bringing me back to the present. “There you go again, getting lost.”

      “It was a good thought.”

      He smiles warmly. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “Okay, enough,” Parker says. “Get dressed and get downstairs. Eve’s cooking breakfast and I’m still pissed at them for volunteering me to come up here. I love you, B, but I never want to see you tangled in the sheets with Bradley again.”

      I take the pillow from behind my head and launch it across the room at him. A pitcher, I am not. I end up hitting his calves.

      “Nice shot, ace,” he says before leaving. Then I hear him yell down the stairs, “You’re lucky they weren’t fucking, or I would have punished all of you!”

      I chuckle and face Finn again. “You sure you know what you’re getting into with me?”

      "I do, and I love every second of it. You're mine, Blair. And I'm going to show you every day how much you mean to me.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      We spend the next thirty minutes in bed. No, we don’t bother to close the door. Screw anyone who wants to come up here. Let them get a show. I’m going to prove to my man how much I love him and make him call out my name as I do so. Because I finally get my happily ever after. With all I’ve been through in my past, this is well deserved. True love does exist.
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        Want More?

      

      

      Want to learn more about the characters in my Arrow Falls series?  You can read Where I End, which features Cy and Eve, and Where I Am which features Parker and Tori. You’ll gain more insight into Blair and Finn’s lives who are featured in Where I Escape. Links available on my website: https://www.michelledare.com/
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      Today it is exactly three-hundred and sixty-five days ago that my life completely changed. Changes that left me with feelings that are bitter and sweet all at once. Last year around this time, I never knew about my dirt bag father—Mason Kingsley, and the cruel things he did to my poor mother. And I didn’t know that I had siblings—my younger siblings, twins Mika and Mikaela. And when I finally did find them, (or rather they found me), I didn’t just gain an amazing brother and an incredible sister, I also got access to a ridiculous amount of money, and was a thrown into a lifestyle that to this day feels surreal.

      Twelve months ago, I was serving tables at a little hole in the wall café and teaching dance classes on the side to support my dreams of pursuing a career in art. Today, I own my very own dance school, I have art studios around New York City and my work is actually selling. And then there is River. The man that occupies quite a big portion of my heart, and a large amount of my thoughts, but unfortunately, due to the fact that we are both starting out at promising careers, not as much of my time as either of us would like. And now that I am responsible for planning Mikaela’s bachelorette party since our sister-in-law Raeva who is the maid of honor wanted me to have a big part in our sister’s wedding, I am busier than ever. The pressure of coming up with the best bachelorette party ever is almost crushing. Although each of my new family members has gone above and beyond to make me feel welcome and part of the family, it sometimes still feels like I am earning my spot. Which is probably why I have been sitting here for the past six hours meticulously going over the final details of my sister’s rite of passage. I am so focused on my task at hand, that I nearly jump out of my seat when Eddie, my bodyguard clears his throat.

      “One of these days, Eddie,” I tell him clutching my chest. “I am going to tie a damn bell around your neck.”

      Although the expression on his face remains stoic, I don’t miss the slight twitching of the corner of his mouth. Clearly, he’s amused. Maybe that should annoy me, but the small crack in his armor feels like a win to me. Especially since it has only been the second win since I’ve known him. (The first being that he stopped correcting me when I called him Eddie instead of Edward. Not there is anything wrong with his actual name, but I felt it was just too formal.) Eddie has been my main bodyguard for months now, and he still refuses to call me anything but Ms. Kingsley. I swear, I’ve never met anyone as robotic as Eddie. His brown hair is always perfectly styled, never a single strand out of place. His clothing unfailingly immaculate, and the expression on his face has no other setting than grave. But, at least I only have to deal with one bodyguard, unlike Mikaela, who has four of them to contend with since she kept ditching hers. Our brother is overprotective to the extreme, and he takes our safety more seriously than anything.

      “You left this downstairs,” he tells me as he hands me my cell phone.

      I smile gratefully as I thank him.

      “My mom used to tell me that I’d lose my head if it wasn’t attached to my body,” I add.

      I am sure he has a response, but in usual robotic fashion, he simply nods and excuses himself. I can’t help but smile and shake my head.

      One of these days I am going to get that man to crack a smile. I tell myself

      I look down at the phone in my hand and notice the multiple missed calls. I barely have time to scroll through them before my phone starts ringing again. Butterflies go rampant deep inside my belly when I see his name flash on the screen. River Ray. Images of his perfect dimples and panty-dropping smile flash through my brain. I swipe right to answer the call.

      “Hey there,” I breathe.

      “Hey there, PK,” he replies.

      My heart flutters each time he uses his nickname for me. I can hear the smile in his voice and I immediately return the smile. Even if he can’t see it.

      “You were already gone when I woke up this morning,” I tell him, unable to completely mask my sulkiness.

      “I know, I’m sorry. But you were sleeping so peacefully, I didn’t want to wake you up. Besides, it gave me a chance to ogle you freely for a bit.”

      Images of me, drooling onto my pillow come to mind and I can quite literally feel my cheeks redden.

      “That’s a little creepy, River,” I tell him in a feeble effort to deter him from doing this in the future.

      He chuckles.

      “I’m actually okay with that.”

      I groan.

      “Please tell me there was no drool involved.”

      “From you or from me?”

      That earns him a laugh. “Either.”

      “No drool,” he tells me. “But some light snoring.”

      “I. Do. Not. Snore.”

      “Oh, no? I have it on video, want me to send it to you? Or I can post it on Facebook?”

      “River Ray, so help me God, I will kill you dead,” I tell him disgruntled.

      “Calm down goddess, I am just teasing you,” he replies, amusement apparent in his voice. “I would never post it.”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      “Good. It’ll be easier kissing you without that phone in the way.”

      I turn around and my gaze drops upon his smirking face. My heart skips a beat and then decides to run a marathon inside my chest cavity. Any trace of annoyance disappears the very second I take a load of those dimples. Damn it, they get me every time. But there is no way I am letting him know that.

      “You think that I am letting you kiss me after that?” I challenge.

      He takes a step forward, his eyes flicker to my mouth. A small shiver rolls along my spine when I see the hunger in those dark windows to his soul. If I really had any intention of denying him, this moment right there would have destroyed my resolve. He takes another step closer, as he rakes a hand through his unruly mane of raven locks. I feel like prey in the grasp of a predator—but oh what a willing prey I am…

      “I think,” he purrs. “That I might be able to persuade you.”

      No fucking doubt about that. I think to myself.

      Our eyes lock and the blood that is flowing through my veins heats up.

      “You think so, huh?” I hum.

      River closes the distance between us and pulls me into his arms. One hand sliding across the nape of my neck to grip my hair, as the other simultaneously slides to the small of my back and pulls me against him.

      “It’s a fact,” he growls, before his mouth crashes onto mine.

      I melt into him, give myself over to the kiss. Tongues are dancing, teeth are clashing and lips are being bruised. My ability to make rational decisions is fading fast. As the lust rises, so does the fog in my brain. Before I even know what is happening, my legs are firmly wrapped around his waist, and I am propped up against the wall. My hands are furiously raking through his hair, and I am overwhelmed with the need to feel him even closer. Things are heating up and fast.

      “River Ray. Step back, and drop the hot lady in your arms.”

      We both freeze when we hear the sound of Raeva’s voice boom through the room. River pulls back and gently lowers me to the ground while muttering some colorful language under his breath.

      “I’d say get a room, but we have to go!” Raeva says as she rolls her eyes.

      “Ever heard of knocking, sis?” he grumbles as he turns to face her.

      “Sorry to cramp your style little brother, but we have places to go, people to see.”

      “Yup, and we are already running late. And, from the looks of it, we were about to be really late,” Jill adds with a snicker.

      It’s only now that I realize that all the girls have filed into my studio and I can feel myself flush with embarrassment as I look upon their amused faces.

      “Sorry River, I am going to have to steal my sister,” Mikaela says as she steps forwards and drapes an arm around my shoulder pulling me toward her. “My last weekend as a single lady is upon us, and she is our fearless leader,” she adds with a wink.

      Undeterred by our audience, River moves towards me and plants another kiss on my lips.

      “Have fun, Goddess,” he mutters against my lips. “But not too much.”

      “Don’t you know what they say?” I yell over my shoulder as I am being dragged from the room. “Whatever happens in Nashvegas stays in Nashvegas.”

      I can’t help the smirk on my face as I see the look on his face.
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      The flight to Nashville takes about two and a half hours and quite literally flies by. And not just because of the comfort of flying private—there is nothing like being able to bypass the hustle and bustle of a crowded airport security with the ease of private terminals— but having all the girls here combined with cocktails and all our joyous spirits, we have so much fun that it seems that we have blinked twice when the pilot announces that we are descending into Nashville. There are several places in the United States that are infamous for bachelorette parties. The most notorious, of course, being Las Vegas. But it seemed so cliché, and it was important to me for this event to be anything but. Besides, Mik is a huge country music fan, so I thought to myself; Why not take her to the country music capital of the world?

      After we land, and our collective security guys have cleared the perimeter, we are ushered discreetly into the waiting white hummer limo and head to the incredible Gaylord Opryland resort. When we approach the impressive structure all of us agree that it is a beautiful building. I have reserved a few amazing adjoining suites with a view of the gorgeous atrium for us girls and a third adjoining suite for all our collective security detail. It seems excessive, I know, but with Mason Kingsley out for all of our necks, Mika isn’t taking any risks. And the only way to get him to agree to this trip was beefed up security. If I am totally honest, half of the time I forget that they are even there anymore. So, I readily agreed. The anal-retentive tendencies in me have contributed to every tiny detail of this trip and I have a full fun-filled agenda. Starting with an amazing spa day I have planned for us. The hotel has amazing amenities, including a top of the line spa. I booked the entire facility out for the six of us this afternoon. It certainly wasn’t cheap, but since the six of us are towing around a small army of bodyguards, it made sense. Even though I still feel “guilt” every time I spend any of the money I inherited, I didn’t even hesitate to spend that money to make Mikaela’s bachelorette party unforgettable. The checking in process is smooth, and we get escorted to our suite within minutes. (I am still getting used to this VIP treatment!)

      “Good lord, it’s easy to get lost in this place, it’s enormous,” Rae says, as she links her arm with mine as we step off the elevator.

      I look down the long corridor that seems to be never-ending and nod in agreement. We follow the hotel staff and our security as they lead the way.

      “Good lord, all I am missing right now is a tricycle.” Jill mumbles.

      “Tired already? Do we need to get you a little scooter?” Rae teases.

      “Tired? Try creeped out! Shit, I am getting some serious redrum vibes from this hallway.” Jill replies.

      We all turn to her with questioning looks on our faces.

      “Red what now?” Mackenzie asks.

      “Have you people not seen The Shining?” she says with an exasperated look on her face.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” Raeva says excitedly. “Heeeeeeeere’s Johnny!”

      “Yeah Rae, all you need is an axe,” Jill says rolling her eyes. “I swear though, if I see two creepy little girls asking me to come and play, I am outta here.”

      We all burst out laughing, everyone except, of course, Eddie, who is peering down the hallway for anything that might be out of the ordinary. When we arrive at our suites, two of our security detail exit our suites and let us know the rooms are all clear. We all walk in and the first thing I do is open up the dividing door to our rooms. Our luggage has beaten us up here as well and it isn’t long before we are all settled in. As requested, there is a chilled bottle of champagne waiting for us and also a chilled bottle of sparkling grape juice for our pregnant sister-in-law. I pop the cork and fill our glasses.

      All the ladies have gathered around as I pour and pass them each a glass of bubbly. I raise my glass.

      “I am so happy to have everyone here to celebrate Mik’s last few days as a single lady! I hope you guys are ready for some good old-fashioned fun and shenanigans! Cheers ladies!”

      We clink our glasses and take a sip. The delicious liquid has barely made its way down my throat when there is a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I call out over my shoulder.

      The door opens and several staff members walk in with bouquets of flowers. Six of them in fact. One for each of us. It isn’t hard to deduce who sent them. Eric has sent Mikaela some gorgeous wildflowers—her favorites. Mackenzie received stunning sunflowers from Ashton. While Ben has sent Jill an incredible arrangement of lilies. From the look on Hannah’s face, Drew hit it out of the park with the enormous arrangement of white peonies. Raeva’s smirk is almost face breaking as she looks at the beautiful and colorful mixture of freesias. And then there are the exquisite long-stemmed white roses that River sent me. I’d say I can’t believe that he remembered that roses, specifically white ones, are my very favorite flowers, but River remembers everything I have ever told him. Even the tiniest detail, down to the name of the street I grew up on. His eidetic memory is one of the sexiest things about him to me.

      “How sweet is this?” Hannah says with a dreamy tone in her voice.

      “Our guys know how to knock us off our feet, that’s for sure,” Raeva chimes in.

      “That they do,” Mackenzie agrees.

      “Okay enough of the guy gushing. We need to go get our Nashville on!” Jill adds.

      The alarm I set on my I-watch goes off indicating that it is time for us to go get our spa on.

      “And we will,” I tell her. “But first, we are going to get our spa on! You ladies ready for the royal treatment?”

      

      After sweating all our toxins out in the sauna, we all get massages, facials, our nails done and pretty much every other spa treatment imaginable. The spa was amazing, and I am pretty confident that when we all head up to our suites, that we all feel incredibly relaxed and ready for tonight. Which is great, because I have a lot more planned for this evening. It is about dinner time when we get to our suites and I have arranged for dinner to be set up and served in our room. It is buffet style because the next surprise is hair and make-up. Hannah and Mackenzie are up first, while Jill, Raeva, and Mikaela start to chow down. There is quite a selection of comfort food. Everything we need to lay a good foundation in our stomachs for all the alcohol we are going to be consuming tonight. Mac and cheese, sliders, French fries, fried chicken, mashed potatoes and of course a big selection of desserts including of course Mik’s favorite—Lava cake.

      “I have a few more tricks up my sleeve,” I announce as I head to the closet where I have stowed some gift boxes.

      I hand each of my girls their designated boxes. I watch them open them with great anticipation and a huge smile on my face.

      “Oh my god! Cowboy boots!” Mikaela says excitedly.

      “Love these!” Jill concurs.

      The rest of the girls express their excitement as well, and I can’t deny I am a little relieved they love them.

      “Well, you know what they say…When in Rome…” I shrug. “Or in our case Nashville,” I add as I join the others.

      I take advantage of the delicious spread and pile my plate full of goodies. I am munching on a French fry when the next surprise is knocking on our door.

      “Oh yay! Just on time!” I squeal as I jump up.

      I head to the door to open it and let in the stylists with two racks of dresses. White wedding dresses to be exact.

      “Tadaaa! Our costumes for tonight!” I tell the questioning faces excitedly! “We are going to paint the town white!” I say with a wink.

      “Are these wedding dresses?” Hannah asks.

      “Yup.”

      “Oh, how fun!” Mackenzie says as she claps her hands together.

      “I thought it would be fun to dress up in a wedding dress and match them with our new boots and just go around Broadway and see where the night takes us! What do you guys think?”

      “I think,” Mikaela says as her fingers peruse the dresses on one of the racks. “That I, as the bride have first pick!”
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      I’ve been having a hard time focusing on any work today. Phoenix has only left earlier today, but knowing that she won’t be waking up next to me has me all out of sorts. And frankly, that annoys the crap out of me. I didn’t think I’d ever be like them. Like Mika, Drew, Ashton, Ben, and Eric. I have been making fun of them for years. Completely and utterly obsessed—there isn’t another word for it—with their respective women. That was definitely never going to be me. Yet here I am, completely at the mercy of Phoenix Kingsley. My PK, my goddess. She is simultaneously the most infuriating and most incredible human being I have ever encountered and I cannot think of anyone more perfect than her. There is a knock at my office door. I don’t even have to bother looking up to know who it is since the door swings open before I can even answer.

      “They have only been gone six hours Mika. They have landed, they are fine,” I tell him in lieu of a greeting.

      “They’ve been gone for seven hours and forty-three minutes. But who’s counting?”

      I finally look up, unable to hide my amusement as I reply; “Yeah, clearly you’re not counting.”

      “There is a psychopath on the loose, and they are nine-hundred miles away. I am going to worry.”

      “I am keeping tabs on daddy dearest,” I assure him. “The second he makes a move; we will know it.”

      “I know you are doing what you can, but that man is genius when it comes to shit like this.”

      “And I am a genius about pretty much everything. Between our collective brain power and your resources, Mason Kingsley is no match for us. They’ll be fine, I am sure you sent a small army of bodyguards; besides the ones they know about.”

      He shrugs, not even bothering to deny the fact that he has another team of security watching over the girls while they are in Nashville. I shake my head and chuckle. Mika raises a brow.

      “Are you going to tell me that you have not checked their location status at least a couple times since they left?” He challenges.

      I’ve checked it at least a dozen times, but fuck if I’m going to admit that shit to him.

      “Not a single time.”

      “See? This is why you’d never win at our poker games, you’re a terrible liar and your poker face is abysmal at best,” Eric, who’s just joined us in my office says.

      I laugh, because well, that shit is funny, cause it’s true.

      “Fine, I might have checked a couple of times,” I admit. “Is that all you wanted?”

      “Actually, we were all talking…”

      “Who’s we?” I interrupt.

      “Drew, Ben, Ashton, Eric and myself,” Mika answers.

      “Okay…”

      “And we were thinking, why not take a little guy trip of our own? After all, it’s not like we have much else going on with all the women gone.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that this trip is going to land us about roughly nine-hundred miles away from here?”

      “Because, River Ray, you’re a goddamned genius,” Mika deadpans.

      “I’m smart enough not to go and crash Mikaela’s bachelorette party. PK has put in hours and hours of meticulous planning. There is no way I am getting involved with this.”

      “They won’t even know we are there. We can watch them from afar,” Mika points out.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound creepy at all,” I tell him as I roll my eyes. “Listen, my sister has a bit of a temper, especially since you knocked her up. But compared to Phoenix, she’s a kitty cat. I am not going anywhere near Nashville.”

      “Are you scared of my sister?” Mika teases.

      “I know for a fact you’re scared of mine,” I shoot back.

      He laughs. “It’s true, your sister can be terrifying when she wants to be.”

      “No need to tell me, I grew up with her. And trust me when I say, she won’t be pleased if she thinks we don’t trust them to be on a girl’s trip.”

      “I trust my wife implicitly. I don’t trust most other people. They’ll never even have to know that we’re there.”

      “And maybe they’ll end up wishing we were there, and we can surprise them. They might appreciate the fact that we were thinking about them,” Eric interjects.

      “Yeah…about that. I might have hacked the floral store’s records and found out what flowers you send most frequently.”

      “Why the fuck would you do that?” Eric asks.

      “Duh, brownie points,” I tell him. “Not just ours, Ben and Drew too.”

      “I can’t even begin to express how incredibly invasive, not to mention, illegal that shit is,” Eric replies.

      “And you call my intentions creepy?” Mika says.

      “Hey, I wanted to send PK some flowers, and I didn’t want you guys to look bad,” I reply with a shrug.

      “Okay, fine. Can we all just admit that we have blurred boundaries when it comes to our ladies?” Mika says.

      “I want to point out that I have done nothing as creepy as either of you,” Eric interjects.

      “Don’t go throwing stones my friend, you know what they say about glass houses,” Mika replies.

      “Name a single thing,” Eric retorts.

      “Coming from the man who deflowered his best friend’s little sister and lied about it for years.”

      “Seriously? Deflowered? Coming from your mouth?” Eric scoffs.

      “As amusing as this little conversation is,” I interject. “I would like to get back to work and get some things done,” I tell the two men.

      I pretend to turn my attention to the screens in front of me.

      “Well, Ben and Drew are meeting us at the airstrip. Wheels up in two hours if you wanna join.”

      “Thanks,” I reply. “I think I’m good.”

      Even I am not convinced as I utter the words. And I don’t think anyone is surprised when about ninety minutes later, I walk onto the jet with my duffle bag tossed over my shoulder.

      “What? You think I am going to miss out on you guys getting ripped a new one?” I tell them as I strap myself in.
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      Kelly, the stylist I hired to bring us the bridal gowns, brought a good selection and each of us finds a dress we love. We all wear our new boots as well, and if I do say so myself, the result looks quite fabulous. It takes almost two hours to get us all ready and out the door to brave the crazy amount of traffic in downtown Nashville. I am sure we are quite a sight as we exit out of the white hummer limo onto a crowded Broadway. Six women wearing wedding gowns and full hair and makeup. Since the rest of us already are a few cocktails in and feeling pretty good right now, Raeva, who’s about seven months pregnant, is our designated “safe keeper” as we venture out into the great city of Nashville, Tennessee.

      “What advice would you give a bride to be? What’s it like being married? Is it different?” Mikaela asks as she turns to all our married friends.

      “Well,” Rae responds. “Marriage is a huge commitment and while it’s beautiful, it’s also hard. It can be messy and complicated and it ebbs and it flows. But that’s because marriage is alive and that’s what commitment is all about. You go through all the ups and all the downs and you still look at your spouse and continue to choose them, to be with them, share your life together, over and over again. Always. If you find someone you can share this commitment with, grab hold and don’t let go. Eric is this for you, I feel it in every fiber of my being.”

      “You literally took the words right out of my mouth,” Jill agrees.

      “Yes, damn Rae, talk about hitting the nail on the head,” Hannah adds.

      Mikaela smiles big.

      “I honestly look at all you guys and your relationships and I hope Eric and I can make it work like that. You all make it look so easy.”

      Mackenzie starts to laugh first, and soon she is joined by all the other women as I curiously look on.

      “Marriage, though amazing, isn’t always a walk in the park. It isn’t always rainbows and unicorns. Sometimes, you have to put in the extra effort that your spouse isn’t putting in and vice versa. But, if it is with the right person, even the crappy times are worth it.”

      “Preach,” Jill adds.

      “You guys are the best. And I adore you,” Mikaela says, a little misty-eyed.

      It’s not by coincidence that the first place we venture into has karaoke going on tonight. I figured, how could we do a proper Nashville trip and not do karaoke? As I hoped, all the girls are excited, especially Raeva who squeals with delight.

      “We’re going up together,” she announces.

      She takes Mikaela by the hand and drags her to the DJ booth to get a songbook. I watch them disappear into the crowd with a smile. Jill Ushers us to a booth not too far from the stage and it isn’t long before Hannah shows up, followed by one of our security team who’s carrying a small tray with shots and a glass of cranberry juice for our pregnant gal. I glance over to my sister and sister-in-law and see Raeva slip the DJ a twenty-dollar bill. I suspect that they are paying to be moved up the list. I am proven right almost immediately when he announces their names the moment the song that’s playing ends. The intro to “Hell On Heels” by the Pistol Annies starts to play next, and Hannah, Jill, Mackenzie and myself start to loudly cheer them on. I’ve never heard Raeva sing before, and when she starts the first few notes, she absolutely blows me away. She has an amazing voice. It doesn’t take long for the rest of the crowd to notice as well, and once the two of them harmonize, the crowd erupts into loud cheers of encouragement. By the time they sing the last note, there are not a pair of hands in the place not clapping. As Mikaela and Raeva make their way back to the table, I notice that a few people try to approach them to compliment them, but our security isn’t letting anyone close enough for that.

      “You guys were amazing!” I tell them as they reach the table.

      Raeva beams. “That was so much fun!”

      Raeva slides next to Jill and Mikaela slides next to me. Mackenzie hands Mik the shot she missed out on while they were choosing their song and Mikaela slams it back, no questions asked.

      “That’s delicious. What is this?”

      “No idea, the bartender recommended it,” Hannah replies with a chuckle.

      “We should totally get another round,” Mikaela says.

      “We should,” Mackenzie agrees.

      “I think,” Raeva says. “That we need to see Phoenix on that stage and sing us a song before we do that. Besides, she is the one that dragged us here in the first place.”

      That stirs a little panic in my core. Sure, I’ve sung in the shower, and sometimes when River plays the guitar, we mess around and sing some. But following the performance just given by my sisters…yeah that isn’t happening.

      “Um, I think I am going to pass.”

      Mikaela raises a brow.

      “Isn’t this supposed to be my night?”

      “Of course?” I reply.

      “And isn’t it your job to make it perfect?” She purrs.

      I burst out laughing. “Really? Throwing the guilt card?”

      “Whatever it takes,” she says with a smug little smile.

      “Go on!” Hannah says, encouraging me.

      I roll my eyes. “Fine,” I concede.

      I walk to the DJ booth and ask for the songbook. It only takes a few seconds for me to see one of the songs that I have been singing at home with River. I fill out the slip and hand it to the DJ. I turn to walk away, thinking that I’ll have a bit to prepare when Jill shows up behind me and hands the DJ a fifty-dollar bill and tells him to let me sing next. He smiles widely and doesn’t even let the current song finish playing. I scowl at her; I don’t even have thirty seconds to prepare before he announces my name. Butterflies arise from my toes all the way to my throat as I get thrust onto the stage by my treacherous friends. I swallow hard and step closer towards the mic. Thank God for the liquid courage flowing through my veins right now. I’ve sung this song countless times before with River, and I wish he was here right now. I close my eyes for a moment and inhale a deep breath. I exhale as I open them, stare straight into the crowd and start to sing the words usually sung by Bradley Cooper—the ones that River will usually sing. It isn’t until I start the part that Lady Gaga sings, that the crowd goes absolutely insane. Their energy fuels me and I start to sing in earnest. When I’ve sung the last note, the entire place is standing up and clapping loudly. A little embarrassed, but also a little proud, I make my way back to our booth.

      “Holy shit, big sis. You’ve been holding out on us,” Mikaela beams.

      “Yes girl, that was amazing,” Jillybean adds.

      “Thanks, you guys.” I reply with reddened cheeks. Mackenzie shows up with another tray of shots, closely followed by Eddie, who’s carrying an armload of bottled water. I am actually grateful to see the water. Not just because I am parched, but I probably need to pace myself a bit if I want to keep going for a while. I thank Eddie as he hands me a bottle. He clears his throat.

      “Mr. Ray asked me to tell you to check your phone.”

      I raise a brow. “Did he now?” I reply feeling a little ornery.

      Eddie simply nods and turns his heel. I laugh and lean into Raeva, who’s sitting next to me.

      “I swear the man is a robot. Like a replicant from that movie. You know, that Harrison Ford movie. Um…what’s it called again? Oh! Yeah! Blade Runner,” I tell her as I burst out laughing. “Shit, your genius brother probably built Eddie in his lab,” I add conspiratorially.

      Raeva shakes her head and chuckles.

      “I would say that you clearly had enough to drink already, but honestly, I wouldn’t put it past him to build something to protect you. He’s crazy about you, P. I’ve never seen him like this. I’m so happy you guys found each other,” she tells me.

      I’m not entirely sure if it’s the alcohol, the fact that I am already really missing River, the sweet words his sister just uttered to me, or the combination of all the above, but I can feel my eyes watering. And I can barely keep them at bay as I reply.

      “I don’t think I have ever met a person like River. I’ve never felt anything for anyone like I feel for him. I never even considered thinking about things like ‘forever’ before him,” I gush.

      There is a gleam in her eyes as they roam over me, assessing my features as she processes my confession.

      “You love him,” she states simply.

      “Love?” I almost scoff. “I love this dress. I love my job. I love a hot mocha extra whip. When it comes to River, I am besotted. Borderline obsessed.”

      The amount of alcohol I’ve consumed is making me spill my guts in ways I would have never done before. And right now, I am too tipsy to care. Rae however, is very sober and seemingly loving my drunk confession.

      “Are you missing him?” she asks.

      “God, yes,” I reply, admittedly a little too loud.

      “That’s good. Because him and the others just strolled in,” she says with a smirk.
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      When we walked into this place about ten minutes ago, Phoenix was on stage. Commanding it and everyone’s attention. Wearing a fucking wedding gown that hugs her body so tightly, it shows every curve of her gorgeous body. She stands there, looking stunning as fuck, singing like she’s a mother fucking nightingale. And every single person in this establishment is gawking at her in admiration. A strange mixture of delight and contempt boils deep inside my stomach. My eyes are glued to her as she stands there singing the song we sing together so often. For quite a while I just stand there and watch her. Even when she finishes the song and gracefully glides off the stage. She’s a sight to behold. And she’s mine. I shake my head, trying to shake off the feeling of possessiveness that seems to have taken a hold of me. I turn to see where the others have gone and notice they have made their way to the bar. I’m not sure what the plan is from here, so I follow suit, even though I’d rather make my way to the booth she just slid in. Mika hands me a shot glass when I reach the other men, and I take it,  slamming it back without question.

      “A little liquid courage before we crash the party?” Eric asks.

      I raise a brow. “I thought that we were going to keep our distance?” I reply, knowing that we all knew from the moment we laid eyes on them we were not going to leave here without at least talking to them.

      “That plan went out of the window the moment my gorgeous wife spotted us,” Mika says as he nods his head towards the booth.

      I turn my gaze toward the women and my eyes meet the enchanting dark irises that consume so many of my thoughts. She smiles and I can’t deny that I am a little relieved. I wasn’t too sure she wouldn’t be mad at us for crashing Mickey’s party. My feet are carrying me toward her before I even consciously decide to walk over there. She rises from the booth before I am halfway there and heads towards me. Neither of us looks away. It almost feels like a magnetic pull and I don’t understand it, but don’t mind it either.

      “You look amazing in that dress,” I tell her as she reaches me.

      The corners of her mouth curl up. “Flattery will get you a lot of things, River. But I’m not sure it’ll get you out of facing my wrath.”

      “I’ll face anything you want to throw at me. I guarantee you right now that it’s totally worth it.”

      “You might regret that statement,” she replies with a smirk.

      My hand finds its way to her waist and I pull her against me. My index trails across her cheek.

      “Bring it on, Goddess,” I tell her before I lean down to brush my lips against hers.

      Too soon and reluctantly I pull back.

      “I know that you have more plans with the girls tonight, but I was hoping you’d consider my request?”

      She wrinkles her brow. And she looks adorable.

      “What request?”

      “Didn’t you see my text?”

      “Oh crap, no I have not. Eddie told me to check my phone, but you walked in before I got the chance,” she says sheepishly.

      “I was just hoping to meet up later tonight. I might have arranged a little surprise if you’re up for it.”

      “A surprise? Sounds like an interesting offer.”

      I kiss the tip of her nose. “Does it sound like an offer you can’t refuse?”

      She laughs. “It definitely does.”

      “I will send the details to your phone. Let me know when you’re ready.”

      I lean in and kiss her briefly before releasing her. She smiles sweetly before she turns and starts making her way back to the girls.

      “See you later, handsome,” she calls over her shoulder.

      I watch her as she walks away and I cannot stop smiling. I can’t wait to see her face tonight when she sees what I have in store for her.
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      After the guys leave, we hit a few more places and have a blast. Although it is only eleven, we decide to head back to the hotel and meet the guys for a nightcap. Spirits are high when we all pile into the waiting limo.

      “I can’t believe the guys showed up here,” Hannah says shaking her head.

      “You can’t?” Rae replies with a chuckle. “I’m surprised it took them that long.”

      “Yup I’m with Raeva on this one. And I’m one hundred percent certain that our brother talked them all into it,” Mikaela adds with a smirk.

      “I’m pretty sure none of them had to have their arm twisted,” Mackenzie says as she rolls her eyes.

      “Girl time was fun and sorely needed, but I can’t deny a little part of me wasn’t thrilled to see Ben,” Jill gushes.

      “I think that if we are all honest here, we are all more than a little happy that they showed up,” I reply.

      “I guess we are just as bad as the guys,” Mackenzie says laughing.

      The traffic is horrendous, even at this hour, and it takes us a bit to get back to the hotel. We head straight to the bar where all the guys are waiting. It only takes me two seconds to notice that River isn’t with them.

      “Where is River?” I ask Mika.

      He chuckles. “Well hello to you too, big sis.”

      “I’m sorry. Hello little brother. Where is my guy?”

      Mika hands me a white envelope with a big smirk. I take it and extract the note inside. All it says is to head to the lobby and meet Eddie.

      “Why am I meeting Eddie in the lobby?” I ask, admittedly a little confused.

      “Go meet him and find out,” Mika replies teasingly. “Sean will escort you,” he adds as he gestures at his head of security.

      “It’ll be my pleasure Ms. Kingsley,” he says with a pleasant smile.

      Sean gestures at me to start leading the way and I oblige. My pace increases when Eddie comes into view. He stands by the entrance, stoic and expressionless as ever. I thank Sean and he heads back to the bar.

      “So, I guess you’re going to take me to River then?” I ask.

      “Yes, ma’am. Please follow me.”

      He turns and starts the walk outside where a sleek black town car is waiting. Eddie opens the door and I slide into the car as gracefully as I can manage in the gown. I want to ask where we are going, but I already know the man is as tight-lipped as a vault. Luckily, the drive is short. We arrive at our destination seventeen silent minutes later. River is standing at the curb and opens the door. He holds out his hand and it feels like there are thousands of butterflies swarming deep inside my belly as I take it.

      “Hey there,” he says, flashing those dimples.

      “Hey there, yourself,” I manage to croak.

      “Have I told you how beautiful you look in that gown?”

      I lean in and whisper. “I bet you’ll like what is under here even more.”

      “I can’t wait to see if that’s true,” he replies with a wink. “But first, I need you to turn around.”

      “Turn around? Why?”

      He holds up a red silk scarf.

      “Because, before we head inside, I have to put this on you,” he tells me as he wiggles his eyebrows.

      “You’re going to blindfold me?”

      “I am.”

      “Well, color me intrigued.”

      I turn around and allow him to put the scarf over my eyes. My heart rate spikes as he leads me into the building.

      “Are you ready?” he whispers into my ear as we come to a halt.

      I bite my lip and nod. River tugs at the blindfold to remove it. My eyes flutter open and I gasp as I look at everything he’s done here. We are in a large studio and from the looks of things, River has been busy. The space looks amazing. In the center of the room is a large four-poster bed, and the entire space is filled with so many candles, it looks like a stunning ocean of lights. On both sides of the massive bed are small tables, a large vase filled with long-stemmed white roses on each of them.

      “Oh my God, River. This is stunning,” I gush.

      He smiles and pulls me further into the room. Since his eyes are glued to mine, he walks backwards as he leads me to the bed. When we reach the bed, I notice rose petals cover the entire bed.

      “How did you manage to arrange all this?”

      “I have my ways,” he says mysteriously.

      “I see you have big plans, Mr. Ray,” I say, as I nod towards the bed.

      He pulls me against him and kisses my throat.

      “Oh Goddess, you have no idea,” he breathes huskily against my neck. “And you’re a little overdressed for what I have in mind.”

      A small cry escapes from my lips as he swiftly turns me around, anchoring me with one hand flat on my belly and using the other to tug at the zipper of my dress. The dress slides down my hips and pools around my feet. River makes a humming sound of approval as he sees the lacy white lingerie that was hiding under the wedding dress. He spins me around again and lets his gaze feast on the sight before him.

      “I love this color on you, PK. It looks positively sinful on that amazing body of yours.” He nearly growls.

      River lifts me up and gently lays me on the bed. He softly presses a kiss on my lips before he pulls back. He reaches down and removes my boots.

      “Do you trust me?” he asks hoarsely.

      I answer without hesitation. “Of course, I do. I trust you with my life.”

      “Good,” he tells me as he takes my right hand and places it above my head. He pulls the red scarf from earlier out of his pocket and wraps it around my wrist. He looks at me and raises a brow. I bite my lip and nod my head, giving my approval. I trust him; besides, it isn’t the first time he has tied me up. I love when he gets all kinky on me. He ties my arm above my head. He pulls another scarf from his pocket and then moves to the left side to tie the other one too. Then he steps back and admires his handiwork.

      “You look fucking stunning like this. And it’s almost perfect.”

      He moves to one of the small tables and my gaze follows him. He picks up a purple silk eye mask and dangles it on his index finger as he leisurely strolls towards me. Without prompting, I raise my head, so he can slide the mask over my eyes. I lay back down and wait. I’m not sure if it’s because of the fact that he has taken one of my senses away, but I feel as if, even without sight, I am ultra-aware of his movements. I hear the rustling of clothing being removed and dropping onto the floor. My pulse quickens and heat pools between my thighs. Somewhere in the background, soft music starts to fill the room, making it a little harder to hear him. The aroma of the roses hangs in the air and caresses my nostrils. Every nerve ending in my body is tingling with anticipation. River unclasps my front close bra and releases my breasts from their lacy prison. I gasp as something velvety skims across my neck, every inch of my skin prickling with goosebumps. It’s unfamiliar but feels incredible and my body quivers with desire. I realize he’s using a rose as it slowly trails down my collar bone and sensation has me nearly losing my mind. He moves lower and brushes the soft petals of the rose across my nipples and I can feel them harden. The mattress dips slightly and my hips buck up as he sucks a nipple into his mouth. His hand slides down my side, and he makes short work of removing my panties. River kisses his way down to the center of me and throws my leg over his shoulder. He buries his face between my thighs, and doesn’t take any prisoners as he starts licking, using lengthy, quintessential strokes. My legs are trembling as he continues his sweet, oral assault.

      “Oh God, yes,” I gasp as he inserts two digits inside my throbbing pussy.

      His clever mouth has found that little bundle of nerves, and he sucks it into his mouth while making beckoning motions with his fingers deep inside my core. It’s not long before I feel the waves of pleasure wash over me, engulfing me like a tsunami. I call out his name, and he sucks at my clit once more before moving up and capturing my eager mouth with his. Way too soon, he pulls back, lifts the mask up and my eyes flutter open.

      “I need to feel you,” he says roughly. “And I want you to look at me, as you ride me.”

      He tugs at the scarves and releases me. Before I can even blink, he has us flipped around and I am in a prime position to lower myself onto him. I tease us both a little as I slide his head through my soaking folds. But I’m impatient and need to feel his cock inside of me, so I push down and slowly let him fill me to the hilt. I feel impossibly full.

      I place my hands flat onto his chest to anchor myself and circle my hips.

      “Fuck,” he growls when I start to move in earnest.

      I know that he’s getting close when his hands fly to my hips and slow my movement.

      “Touch yourself,” he orders as he pushes upwards.

      Hmmm, I love it when dominant River comes out to play. I obey, no questions asked. My hand slides between my legs and I rub my clit as he continues to pump into me. It is intense and perfect as our eyes fill with primal lust lock. It isn’t long before I’m gasping his name as another earth-shattering orgasm overtakes me. River follows me moments later with a guttural growl and I swear that it’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. I collapse on top of him and try to catch my breath while River gently strokes my hair. We just lay there for a moment, basking in the afterglow of glorious sex.

      “I can’t believe you crashed my sister’s bachelorette party to come and seduce me,” I say jokingly.

      He chuckles and kisses the top of my head.

      “I missed you, I have been missing you. I don’t want to be away from you,” he says.

      “I feel the same way.”

      “I think that we should combine our bachelorette and bachelor party when our time comes,” he says casually.

      My heart skips a beat and I swallow hard.

      “Aren’t you jumping the gun here? You’ve not even proposed.”

      River clasps my chin between his index finger and his thumb and searches my eyes.

      “Not yet, Goddess,” he mutters before silencing me with a soft kiss.

      

      Hey you!

      

      Thank you so much for reading this story and being part of Jordyn’s Army. I hope you enjoyed meeting the Kingsley family! If you did, the Kingsley series saga starts with “Tomorrow” Kingsley series book 1, which is FREE on all platforms.

      

      You can grab your FREE copy of Tomorrow Kinsley Series Book 1 HERE

      

      The series is three duets and six books total and the final book in the series will be released early October! So, get started and fall in love with the Kingsley Series!

      

      
        
        XOXO

        Haylee
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        A happy ending that is just the beginning.

        (LINE 39 is a sweet introduction to Rue & Lena that’ll leave you craving more.)
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      Lena hated herself a little more each time she left the flower shop with a bouquet of lies. Today, they took the form of blood red roses.

      Just like regular lies, they grew bigger and bigger as time went on. This particular line of untruths started as a chance meeting and a small spray of daisies. It had now blossomed to red roses and love.

      Yep, just like regular lies, only these smell better.

      The soft tinkle of the bell was like a condemnation. You lie. You lie. You lie. How could a bell sound so taunting?

      “Bye, Lena. See you next week,” Cindy called from the counter. Lena barely waved goodbye. Which was sad, considering Cindy was the closest thing Lena had to a friend.

      As she stepped into the sun she wondered, not for the first time since moving here, what Cindy must think of her. Did Cindy know the flowers weren’t just for décor, but to convince her dad she was fine? Looking forward and living instead of holed up in her cabin away from the world?

      Lies.

      Lena hoped she never got caught slipping the card into her palm after insisting she didn’t need one since the flowers were just to brighten a room. Thank God they were free or she would’ve been shoplifting every week.

      More lies.

      In truth, she only left the house when she absolutely had to. She didn’t drive or go out to meet people, nothing. Weekly trips to the floral shop were her only real social interaction. Cindy always chatted her up as she gathered her flowers.

      As much as Lena hated social interaction ever since her accident, she didn’t seem to mind Cindy so much. Maybe because Cindy never once asked about the eye patch and scars or stared at her with pity or even curiosity.

      Cindy was the only person in over a year and a half who didn’t do that. She treated her like everyone else . . . she treated her like she wasn’t hideous. For that alone, Cindy deserved more than a half-hearted wave, but Lena was in a less than half-hearted mood. Her lies were running her down. They would catch up with her in a few days’ time.

      She’d never meant for any of this to happen, but her dad was heartsick and she couldn’t stand the pain in his voice every time he called and begged her to move back home. The fact that she would lose him soon tore at her very soul.

      Her father didn’t understand—would never understand—she couldn’t stay there anymore. Not looking like she did. Everywhere Lena went in her hometown, someone who knew the beauty queen turned five o’clock weather girl was there. Pitying looks followed by some well-intentioned statement of how hard it must be for her considering . . .

      They never finished their sentiment; they didn’t need to. Lena knew they meant to go from being the beauty to being the beast. It was hard, harder than anyone could imagine. But harder than that is knowing I’m unlovable.

      Even here, people knew, but since she wasn’t their weather girl, the looks didn’t seem as pitying. Of course, everyone here still knows, my accident made statewide news.

      Lena lost everything as a result of that day—her career, her sight for the most part, her shallow boyfriend, and her freedom.

      Now she had to rely on ride shares and cabs to go places. She was a virtual prisoner in her own body. But Lena would be damned if her dad would be locked up right along with her. Lena would prove to him her life wasn’t ruined and she was happy. It wasn’t the truth, but the truth didn’t seem to matter in the grand scheme of things.

      It was a freak accident that no one could’ve expected or dodged. Lena and her dad were sitting at a red light when a piece of rebar from the construction site at the corner shot from a saw and right through the open passenger’s window.

      No matter that it wasn’t her dad’s fault, his guilt was a living thing. It chewed away at him every day and she couldn’t stand it. If her dad wanted her to be happy and in love, then he would get happy and in love. Lena had already searched escort services online.

      The men on those sites were unreal with Superman abs and Brad Pitt good looks, but she had to pick one. Tonight she’d make her final selection. Lena hoped she could find a “regular” guy so it would be convincing.

      His clothes already occupied space in her closet, his sports memorabilia waiting to go up on her mantle—as soon as she peeled off the “Made In China” sticker—and his used toothbrush in the holder. Everything was in place, all she had to do was dial the number and give them her credit card. Why she’d put it off, she didn’t know, because they really needed the prep time if they were going to fool her father. Even her carefully prepared packet might not be enough if he wasn’t ready to study for his paycheck.

      Lena was leaving nothing to chance, it was too important that she convince her father that she was fine and he hadn’t ruined her life. He was too important. The man raised her single-handedly after her mom walked out when Lena was still in diapers. Her dad made it through scraped knees, first heartbreak, and even her period without so much as a blink, but this was slowly killing him.

      It’s killing me too, but I can accept that, he can’t.

      As she tucked her roses into the crook of her arm to dial a ride, a small golden ball of fluff barreled into her. Her roses and phone hit the sidewalk with her crashing down on top of them. Noooo, those were Cindy’s last roses for the week.

      Tears threatened to spring forth as the hopelessness of her life settled around her, but then the young golden retriever was in her lap, paws on her chest and enthusiastically licking her face.

      Her worry about the roses and her dad’s visit melted away. Who could be concerned with other business while hearing the cutest little excited whimpering sounds and receiving sweet puppy kisses?

      A strange sound startled Lena until she realized it was her . . . laughing.

      Lena hadn’t really laughed since her accident, and it felt strange . . . good, but strange. Her hands had a will of their own and without her permission; they were buried in the blonde fur.

      Lena remembered feeling this way—happy—all the time . . . before. She missed it. She also missed working with rescue dogs. Helping with training so they could find their forever homes.

      Of course, no one needs me now. Deep down she knew they would take pity on her and probably let her volunteer, but she couldn’t bring herself to be around people for too long. What good was she if she could barely see, couldn’t laugh, and didn’t even appreciate the little things in life anymore?

      Having always been a “glass half full” kind of gal, this life was no real life to her. But those were worries for another day. Right now she was lost in a mood she hadn’t felt in what seemed like forever. It was an escape from her crappy existence and she hoped to cling to it as long as possible.

      Something about puppy kisses and tail wags made the world of worries disappear. The center of happiness and healing truly was a wagging tail and a wet nose.

      Ruffling the puppy’s fur had Lena giggling like a child. “Oh my goodness, such a sweet boy, aren’t you? Yes, you are, oh yes—”

      An admonishing but silky deep voice broke the spell. “Bad girl, bad girl. You can’t just go . . .”

      Lena tuned out the annoying but intriguing voice. “I’m sorry, girl, you’re not a boy at all, anyone can see that, right?” Lena leaned into the soft fuzzy ear and buried her face in silk. “And you’re not a bad anything and don’t let anyone ever tell you otherwise.”

      Lena loved that she could tell it was a dog and it was a golden retriever, but she hated she couldn’t admire her gorgeous doggy face and study it. Was her nose all pink with no gray? Was her fur highlighted blond or did it cast a touch of red? These were things she missed, fine details. She squinted her good eye and could tell the nose was pink, but the highlights in the fur were beyond her ability to discern.

      Casting her vision upward toward the voice wasn’t much better. It was clearly a man, a well-formed one judging from the shape backlit in the late morning sunshine. His shirt was light, pants dark and hair . . . yes? From ten feet she had nothing more to go on, but she really didn’t care, the golden girl, well, that was a different story.

      Squinting as hard as she could she brought the perfect nose to her own and studied the dog in her arms. There was a spot of gray on her nose, her eyes a glowing amber color and her fur reflected the sun.

      Definitely light blonde highlights. One mediocre eye was better than none, she reminded herself. That is until I have to look at my scars in the mirror. It was those times she wished she had no vision.

      The man was still scolding the poor girl as she got to her feet and turned to retrieve her phone and roses.

      “Allow me, I’m so sorry.” The man with the voice bent to retrieve her items a split second before she did. Lena tried to abort the mission, but he was swift and knocked her in the shoulder as he raised his head. For the second time in a matter of minutes, she ended up on her ass.

      “Oh, sh—. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean . . .” Trailing off, he turned to the dog who was sitting at Lena’s side like she was hers. “You. This is all your fault, you're a very bad dog.”

      Although there was no real heat in the man’s voice, she hated the dog being blamed. As she rose, she muttered her disagreement, “There are no bad dogs, just untrained owners.”

      “Excuse me?” The man seemed shocked she had a voice.

      After dusting herself off and taking the offered crushed roses she repeated herself, “I said, there are no bad dogs, just untrained owners. It’s not this lovely girl’s fault that you’re untrained. So I would appreciate it if you’d stop blaming her for your shortcomings and maybe learn how to be a better guardian.”

      The man stopped dead in his tracks. Lena couldn’t see his face, but she was confident he was sporting a how dare she look. People—men in particular—hated to be corrected, especially by a handicapped woman.

      “Well.” His voice had lowered to that of someone who knew he was wrong. “Here’s the rest of your stuff, sorry about that. I’ll replace the flowers and pay for your cell phone repair. I should have kept a tighter hold on her.”

      Her destroyed roses were in one hand and what felt like a shattered screen cell phone, was shoved into her other hand. Sure he offered to pay, but the roses were a loss until next week when more arrived. One of the many drawbacks of a small town.

      “Both are a loss. These are the last roses in Casterton, and I will have to send my phone in for a warranty repair. It’s not one you can pick up anywhere. I mean, hello.” She indicated her face. She hated drawing attention to her scars and shortcomings, but she was frustrated. “I will happily send you the bill if you give me your address, just enter . . .” Lena trailed off when she realized she was completely lost without her phone.

      At least she had her laptop at home and could email her dad.
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      “Yes, of course, I’ll pay for everything. You must be Lena and I’m Deveroux Parker, my friends call me Rue or Dev.” Her whole-body language stiffened at his pronouncement. Oops, that was a mistake, maybe I should’ve let her introduce herself.

      Even having recognized her as the weather girl from Wilton who’d had that horrific accident, Lena’s beauty caught him off guard. An eye patch and scars didn’t mask it one bit. She seemed to have an air about her that just glowed. It was obvious she didn’t see it with the way she turned away and shook her hair down over her face as a curtain to shield her from curious eyes.

      “Of course, everyone knows the blind-ish girl in town.” Her voice was pitched so low he pretended not to hear. When she spoke next, her spine was stiff and her gaze although jumpy was piercing.

      “Yes, I’m Lena. Devroo? That’s unusual, I’ve never heard it before.” Rue was lost watching her mouth move. He felt as if he could almost see the letters perched on her pink lips. He was sure she had heard it before, just spelled and pronounced Deverow instead. Rue had no desire to go into the lengthy explanation about how his parents hated that pronunciation and thought everyone else on the planet pronounced and spelled it incorrectly.

      Although talking to her wouldn’t be a hardship. She seemed intelligent and engaging, even though she appeared to be trying hard to disengage.

      “Yeah, my parents danced to the beat of their own drum. Listen—” A bark cut him off and his yet to be named dog bolted. “Ohh, she’s on the move again.” Rue dove for her leash and caught it by the fingertips and was yanked forward. Apparently Lena saw enough to know he was face down on the sidewalk and devolved into fits of laughter.

      He turned, not surrendering the leash and leaned an arm on his upturned knee. The puppy was still tugging, wanting to go down the street. “So, you think this is funny, do you?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. Sort of a poetic justice, although you didn’t crush flowers or electronics, so I think you’re good. What’s her name?”

      “She doesn’t have one yet.”

      “Seriously?” Lena sounded indignant. She leaned over to set her purse and damaged goods on the sidewalk. “That is so sad. Every dog should have her own name. What do you call her when you want her to come?”

      “Honestly?” He rose and dusted himself off. “Whatever comes out. Sometimes it’s ‘hey you’ or ‘girl’ but mostly just ‘dog.’”

      She tsked and gave him a look meant to shame, he found it all oddly sexy instead. Lena bent down and beckoned his dog forward with a soothing but commanding voice. “Come, girl.”

      To Rue’s surprise, she did just that. Trotted right over and sat down at her ankles, looking up at Lena as if waiting for her next command. Then, she dropped her muzzle and picked up the crushed roses.

      His dog looked downright comical with the floppy roses in her mouth as she kept looking between the two of them with her big puppy eyes.

      Rue thought he would likely sit at Lena’s feet too if she’d rub on and coo at him that way.

      “Wow, you really have a way with dogs. I’ve had her for almost a month and she’s never listened to a word I’ve said.”

      The way his statement puffed her up was unsettling, but in a good way. It was obvious she didn’t enjoy many moments where she felt that way.

      “Like I said, it’s about training the people more than dogs.”

      Lena had more to say, it was obvious, but Rue didn’t give her the chance. “Can I hire you? I mean, she needs training, and I am so not the man for the job. But you, you obviously have a talent for this and well . . .” Rue was babbling, he didn’t want to mess this up. “I don’t want her to bolt and end up in traffic next time. What do you say? I can pay you well for it and we’d both be forever grateful.”

      Rue watched as every denial possible marched across her face. Lena was searching hard for a reason to say no, but it was obvious she couldn’t say no to animals. She had a good heart.

      That thought twisted his guts a little, thinking how many people must try to take advantage of her, but he shook it off and plastered his best, non-threatening smile on his face and begged her with his eyes. People had always said they couldn’t resist his melted chocolate eyes and boy-next-door charm. But then it hit him, she couldn’t see any of that clearly. If she said yes, it was all based on his words and whatever he managed to convey with them. It came down to his personality and that was terrifying.

      The exact moment Lena decided to say yes was clear in her almost lavender colored, unfocused eye. Something sparked there and her face changed, relaxed maybe? Rue wasn’t sure but he somehow knew he was in trouble. This was a speeding car heading off a cliff but he was helpless to pump the brakes.

      She was absolutely nothing like he expected, yet everything he’d subconsciously hoped for. Lena wasn’t some poor helpless woman, as most might think at first glance. No, she was sharp and intelligent and didn’t look like she’d accept pity help from anyone . . . ever.

      “I am of a mind to accept your offer, but wish to discuss an alternate form of payment. Is that something you’d like to hear?”

      Oh crap. Rue could see the wheels turning in the gleam of her eye. It was as if she’d solved some great mystery of the universe. He thought to win the beautiful lady over and maybe become close friends, if not more, but it seemed she had snared him in a trap she’d set on the fly.

      An unexpected gust came from the west and blew her forward and into his arms. Without contemplation, Rue buried his nose in her fiery red hair and inhaled. If peacefulness had a smell, it was Lena. Rue couldn’t identify a single component of the scent individually, but together, it was peace.

      Lena in his arms felt right, but before he could think on it too much, she righted herself and thanked him for the save, returning to her business-like persona. “Are you amiable to an alternate form of payment?”

      “Depends. Would you like to step into Carol’s for a bite and discuss it?”

      She bobbed her head in agreement, bent to feel for the dog’s lead and clicked her tongue. “Come, pretty girl.” Damned if the puppy didn’t trot along beside Lena like they were best friends. Rue stepped up to her other side and looped his arm in Lena’s.

      “I appreciate your help, but I’m not completely helpless, I can see with my one eye. Not great, but enough to navigate an area I am familiar with . . .  for now.”

      The way she said appreciate conveyed anything but appreciation, but in truth, he wanted to touch her. “I had a pretty good idea you could see me with the looks you threw my way. But I’m just being gentlemanly, as I would with anyone. It has zero to do with your sight and everything to do with my mother. She would be mortified if I didn’t escort my lunch companion properly.”

      The laugh they shared felt easy and light. A feeling Rue hadn’t experienced since he lost the biggest client his company had. And if he couldn’t snag a new one, the company he built from the ground up would sink like the Titanic.

      All those thoughts seemed to melt away with Lena around. Before thinking, he allowed his mouth to move. “Besides, who’s to say I didn’t just want to enter with an exquisite woman on my arm?”

      Rue didn’t like the change in her posture. Her entire demeanor morphed as they opened the door to the diner and found a seat. She obviously didn’t take compliments. Rue decided right then to change that.

      He was not a love a first sight kind of guy, but he could definitely see himself falling fast and hard for someone like her if they spent time together. Rue figured he could easily be smitten within a week.

      Also, this wasn’t exactly his first sight of her. Like some creepy stalker, he saw her the day she arrived in town and once a week since. Accidental at first, on purpose later.

      His Tuesday bank run was late one week and that was the first time he saw her leaving Cindy’s with wildflowers. After that, he may have started being late on purpose. And each time he had every intention of approaching her and asking her out, but days came and went but he still hadn’t gotten the nerve.

      Rue’s confidence took a serious hit when his ex-girlfriend had targeted his clients. She’d not only devastated him on a professional level, she stripped all traces of manhood from him in a vindictive personal rampage because he dared to break up with her when he realized they were not on the same path.

      Rue wanted to be married with kids and a mortgage one day, his ex didn’t want a family at all. She was perfectly happy with their relationship as it was, but Rue wanted so much more out of life.

      So instead of speaking to the beautiful new woman in town, he found something else in need of doing instead of approaching her every single time. He looked down at the relaxed blonde mound of fur lying on the tile by Lena’s seat and said a silent thank you. If not for his dog, he still wouldn’t have talked to her. Someone is getting a new chew toy and wet food for dinner.

      The waitress delivered their coffees. Rue was so lost in his own head he didn’t remember ordering a drink. He watched Lena add cream and sugar to hers, then slowly raise the cup. Once she returned it to the table, she spoke.

      “Rue,” God, I love the way that sounds falling from her lips. “Would you mind telling me if there are other diners? I don’t hear any and don’t believe I passed any on the way in.”

      After a cursory look, he confirmed her suspicions.

      “Good, and where are Carol and Don? In the kitchen?”

      After leaning forward to peer through the tiny round window on the swinging doors, Rue answered, “Actually, they’re out the back door smoking. It may be a bit before she comes back for our lunch order.” He returned his attention to the coffee and sipped it gingerly.

      “Perfect. I would like you to be my boyfriend.”

      A stream of hot coffee shot from his nose, leaving dragon fire in its wake. “Excuse me?” His voice was unintentionally harsh. Rue was a man who went for what he wanted…most of the time, and he wanted Lena, but holy hell, that was wholly unexpected.

      Hell yes was parked on his tongue about to launch from his mouth when Lena’s words halted it.

      “Oh crap, sorry. That came out all wrong, I didn’t mean to terrify you. I meant pretend boyfriend, but it was stupid anyway. Just forget it.” Lena gathered her belongings, broken and otherwise, dropped some money on the table and shuffled past the whimpering dog guarding her feet to exit her seat. “Don’t worry about replacing my items, I think we’re even. Your mortification is more than enough payment for what this beautiful girl did by accident.”

      Rue watched in silence while Lena reached down, buried a hand in the dog’s fur and muttered something to her and the pup wagged in response.

      It wasn’t until she was out the door that Rue’s body reacted to her words. Tossing more bills on the table, he bolted out after her, almost leaving the dog behind.

      “Wait, Lena. It’s not like that.” He caught up with her as she stared down at her non-responsive phone in clear frustration. “Please, let me drive you home and we can discuss your proposal.” Being her fake boyfriend was better than being her nothing, and Rue refused to let her just exit his life as nothing more than an accident on a sidewalk.
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      Lena’s embarrassment at Rue’s terror was the absolute worst. Lena couldn’t see well, but she wasn’t so blind she’d missed his reaction.

      The minute she’d thought up the whole hair-brained scheme of fooling her father, she knew it would fail. Even if she’d managed to hire a man from the Internet, a man who had sex for money, he probably would’ve reacted much the same way Rue did.

      It didn’t hurt as much as it once did. Lena was used to the stares, the looks of pity, and the disgusted sneers. Rue, however, caught her off guard. She’d actually let herself think he kind of saw past her scars and eye patch. Not that he didn’t notice, that was impossible, but it felt for a fleeting moment like he didn’t care.

      What a fool you are sometimes, Lena. You just let a dog blind you to the man. She almost laughed at her choice of wording . . . almost, but she had to suck it up because she needed Rue. There was no way she’d ever be brave enough to call a stranger. Rue was her only hope, and the way his dog responded to her would really sell it to her dad.

      Plus, she would enjoy having the dog around. She’d already taken up her post at Lena’s side. As soon as her hand brushed her fur all the worries of the world melted away. Dogs were magical, and she could use some magic in her life.

      “Okay,” she mumbled as she straightened to her upright position. It was more for herself than Rue.

      “Excellent.” Rue sounded pleased, which caught her off guard yet again. “May I?” he asked from beside her. She knew exactly what he was asking.

      “Yes, thank you.” She thought what the heck, they might as well start now, maybe it would have a more natural feel in three days that way. Deep down, Lena just wanted to indulge in the fantasy of being desired. Looping their arms together, they walked toward what she assumed was his vehicle.

      She clicked her tongue and the dog padded along at her side. Rue reacted. She could feel it through their contact, it was amusement with a hint of disbelief.

      With a slight lean forward, Rue spoke to the dog. “You know, girl, you’re going to give me a complex if you continue to ignore me like this. Although, I can’t say I blame you.” Rue lowered his voice conspiratorially. “She could make me follow along at her heel too if she asked me nicely.”

      Lena giggled and playfully slapped his arm. “Stop. No need to throw compliments my way now, but remember that when I need you to.” A pang of loss hit her in the gut. Realizing once again, she would never have that for real in her life ruined the fantasy. The dog and Rue both halted, causing her to stop.

      “Here we are.” Rue’s voice was softer than before but held an edge of something she couldn’t—wouldn’t—identify. There were key sounds and door sounds, and as Lena went to step forward toward the white, open door she could see, the dog leapt in front of her. “Good girl,” Rue praised and took Lena’s arm. “I’m sure you can see, but it’s a truck so step up higher to get in than you would a car.”

      Rue helped her get situated but stayed there, even after her seatbelt was fastened. She sensed him looking at her face, but it felt different than the stares she got from others. His hand on her cheek startled her so deeply she jerked her head back. This close she could make out details on Rue’s face and they took her breath away. Rue was a devilishly handsome man. His eyes were dark, his nose wide and manly, while his cheeks were lightly covered in stubble.

      Against her better judgment, her hand landed on his face. It was the first time she’d touched a man since her accident.

      His eyes closed and he leaned into her touch and she relished every microsecond of it, committing the moment to memory. Rue’s eyes opened and he stared into her soul as his face got closer. Is he . . .

      His lips answered a question she dared not asked aloud. This wasn’t like the kisses she’d shared before, or maybe it was and she’d just forgotten what they were like because it had been so long. It seemed different somehow, more connected. The kiss ended all too suddenly. Rue pulled back his lips and leaned his forehead to hers. “Know that any compliment I ever give you is because I want to, not because I’m playing a part.”

      A deep inhale flooded her entire being with his scent. Rue smelled faintly of fresh cut wood and something that conjured up cool, early winter days.

      When she breathed out, he breathed in and vice versa. They were creating their own weather pattern it seemed and a storm was about to break over them. One she was terrified to get caught in but wanted to dance in all the same. A bark beside them broke the spell. “All right, that’s my cue.” Rue leaned back and closed the door.

      Lena’s mind reeled. Her fingers ghosted across her lips where his had just branded hers. Physically the kiss wasn’t as deep as the kind she’d experienced with her high school boyfriends or her one serious adult relationship. It wasn’t that kind of kiss at all, but it had been more intimate than any of those, even when they’d previously led to sex.

      Why had he kissed her? It felt as if he’d genuinely wanted to, but who would want to kiss her now? She was missing an eye and no matter how blinged or blended the eye patch, it was still a freaking pirate patch. Not the mention the scar that ran across her nose, misshaping it along the way, and across her other eyelid, then off her face toward her ear. Add in the stitch scars and Lena felt like a regular Frankenstein.

      Her doctors had been so amazed, she’d even been written about in medical papers. They said one millimeter difference in the angle of the rebar and she would’ve lost her life.

      Deveroux. Just the thought of the man she just met, pulled her from that dark spiral she headed down every time she relived her accident.

      The truck started and “Roses” by The Chainsmokers filled the cab and gave Lena goosebumps. I’m starting to see a pattern here. She laughed at the thought and reached for the pretty girl who’d just dropped her head in Lena’s lap.

      “Why do you need a pretend boyfriend?” Rue was direct and to the point, no beating around the bush. Lena liked that about him, it was refreshing. She dealt with people all the time who treated her with kid gloves, Rue didn’t seem like the type to do that. If she ever thought she could be worthy of a man, she would dream it would be a man like him.

      “Long answer or short?”

      “Which ever one you feel like sharing.” Rue dropped his hand to the dog’s flank and patted, letting it linger there.

      “Well, I want my dad to stop feeling guilty. I want him to see he didn’t ruin my life, he’s not responsible for the accident, and I’m happy and well cared for emotionally. His health is declining and it’s something that’s been eating at him. I’ll do whatever it takes to make him happy.”

      Rue’s tanned hand that was resting on the dog moved to hers and squeezed. When she looked up and squinted, Lena could just barely make out a shimmer in his eyes. He seemed touched by her answer.

      “Okay then, I’ll be the best fake boyfriend you ever had. And I’ll make your father fall in love with me, so much so you’ll want me for your real boyfriend.”

      Lena felt uncomfortable with his statement. She hated mentioning the next part, but Rue seemed in a receptive mood. “Before you commit one hundred percent, there’s one more thing I need to tell you.” Lena did something completely out of character and unexpected to her, but she placed her other hand on top of his. She enjoyed the connection and didn’t want to lose it. A mini panic attack hit her. What if after over a week together she came to enjoy him too much?

      “I actually told Dad you live with me and we just got engaged.” Lena recoiled without thought. Removing her hands from his, not wanting him to end the contact first. Rue placed his hand back on the wheel.

      “Well then, we should stop by my place and grab a few things to really sell the whole ‘live-in’ thing.”

      Lena was stunned silent. Rue seemed to be looking forward to spending time with her and playing a couple. He hummed along with the music. His voice was a soothing rumble that gave her inappropriate thoughts.

      Allowing her mind to wander, she pictured them doing “couple” things. Shopping for groceries together, taking the dog to play at the park . . . making love. Whoa. The last thought took her by surprise. She chanced a glance at Rue barely making out his form at her side.

      Lena enjoyed the lines of his face, as she saw them anyway. Her heart sank, he really was an attractive man . . . an attractive man who wouldn’t want to do any of those things with her for real.

      “Rue, I want to thank you. This means so much to me. I know you do not want to—”

      “Lena, I don’t do things I don’t want to. I want to do this. I want to help you make your father happy, and I want to spend time with you.”

      “Thanks,” Lena mumbled. “So, how do you feel about the name Dale?” Rue’s laughter rocketed through the cab of the truck. It was so sudden, the puppy bolted upright and barked.

      “Shush, girl, it’s fine,” Lena cooed to her furry companion.

      “Wow, Dale? Really?”

      Lena joined the laughter. “I panicked and I just blurted a name when Dad asked.”

      “Well, we’ll just have to come up with a reason Rue is Dale’s nickname. Speaking of names, if we really want to sell this couple-hood, our girl here needs a name. What do you think?”

      Lena was taken aback. “You want me to name her?” In her mind, naming a dog was an intimate bonding between man and beast, so to speak, and he was asking her to bond with his dog.

      “Sure, I think you’ll do better than dog. Besides, she already likes you way more than me anyway.” He patted the dog’s head. “Just like a real relationship, the man’s dog always gravitates toward his woman.”

      His woman.

      Lena liked the sound of that way too much. She pushed aside her fanciful thoughts and realized she would miss the dog so much when the time with them was over. While she was confident she could resist bonding with the man, she was already in love with the dog. Liar. Her inner voice called her bluff about the man.

      “I know the perfect name for such a beautiful girl.” She buried her face in the golden fur at her neck. Even knowing their time would end, she would relish the moments she had with her new furry friend. No matter how much time she got with a pet, it was never enough anyway.

      “Let me guess, Dale?” Rue was poking fun at her but it felt good. She had been made fun of since the accident, but this was different.

      “No, not Dale.” They arrived at what she assumed was his place. When Rue opened the door, she exited the cab then clicked her tongue back at the dog. “Come, Rose.”

      And Rose leapt from the truck and pranced beside her.
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      Rose.

      Perfect.

      Just like Lena.

      Rue led Lena and Rose inside and gathered some clothes. The ladies sat on the couch waiting for him while he rushed around snagging stuff he thought he’d need or would make her place look like he lived there. He snatched a few framed pictures and his prized possession—a signed Joe Namath football.

      A soft snore coming from the couch had him tiptoeing into the living room. Lena and Rose were snuggled together, both napping. Rue’s heart ached at the rightness of it all.

      With every minute that passed he wanted to spend two more with the fascinating woman his dog had toppled over. He had just met her but was compelled to get to know everything about her. Not only was she beautiful, she was intelligent and witty and . . . god, he wanted her.

      Rue was swept away by his imagination. Lena’s beautiful red hair fanned out against his pillow, her creamy skin in stark opposition to the black fabric of the pillow. The only interruption, he imagined, would be her eye patch. He visualized her rosy nipples and a natural thatch of curls that would match her fiery hair.

      His fantasy was interrupted as Lena snuggled Rose closer to her chest and Rose licked her face in gratitude. He hated to disrupt their impromptu nap, but he was eager to get to her place and start playing her fiancé. Rue hoped playing engaged might lead to a real date or more if things worked out.

      “Hey, sweetheart, I’m all packed up and ready. I just gotta grab Rose’s dishes and we’re off.” When Lena looked up at him with a sleepy smile, Rue was sure he lost a piece of his heart to her, and when Rose licked his face, well, it was the same result.

      The trip to Lena’s house was fairly silent. It seemed both the ladies were still a bit tired.

      “Well, this is it. My little cabin in the woods.”

      Lena and Rose jumped out before he could make his way around to open their door. Rue grabbed his stuff and followed a very confident Lena into the cozy cabin. On her own turf, her whole posture changed. Her confidence was sexy. Rue wondered what he could do to help her find that same confidence elsewhere.

      Rose pranced in like she belonged there. Rue couldn’t help himself, he dropped his belongings to the floor and gently caught Lena before she walked out of range. “What—”

      Rue spun her to face him. “I just want to look at you for a minute.” Lena blushed and turned away. He caught her chin and brought her face back toward him. “Lena, we should get to know each other better.” It was poised on his lips to ask her if she would go out with him that night. Not just to learn more about each other for their ruse, but to learn more about her period. The panic in her eyes stopped him from expanding on his reasoning.

      When she pulled away and smoothed down her blouse, Rue’s heart twisted in his chest.

      “That’s an excellent idea, Mr. Parker.”

      “Mr. Parker?” She was distancing and Rue wasn’t about to let that happen.

      “Sorry, Rue. I have this, it should help.” Lena pulled a large manila envelope from the table by the door. She spoke with a formal tone as she passed it to him. “You can put your things in my bedroom at the end of the hall, but until my father visits, you can sleep in my office on the fold out couch.”

      Lena didn’t wait for a reply but strolled into the kitchen. “Would you like a drink?” she called from the right as Rue flipped through the papers.

      “No, thank you, but if you would join me, I’d love to . . . discuss things.” Negotiate was the word he wanted to say. No way was he abiding by her rules or she would keep him at arms’ length permanently.

      Line eighteen, no intimate acts including, but not limited to, hand holding, appropriate facial kissing, and pet names except in front of her father.

      Line twenty-one, absolutely no sex initiated by either party.

      Line thirty-nine, we will not sleep in the same bed. When you must sleep in my room, you will do so on the futon and fully dressed.

      Line forty-five, you will not treat me as a helpless individual. I am perfectly capable of navigating this world alone.

      In bold type after all numbered issues: This ruse will not lead to any type of romantic relationship.

      The next section was basically everything Lena which could be put into type.

      Favorite movie – Tombstone.

      Favorite music – 80s pop and one hit wonders.

      Favorite flower – rose.

      Favorite color – yellow.

      Dream job – author.

      Dream date – a picnic and a walk in the woods.

      Birthday – September 5.

      Birthmark – right hip, shaped almost like lips.

      Tattoos – none.

      Piercings – clitoral hood.

      Rue choked on his own tongue as he read that. Lena had returned and sat across from him in a worn leather chair. He couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting to where the piercing was hidden. God, how I want to see it, suck it.

      Rue adjusted his pants; his thoughts were making him hard as a rock.

      “Have you finished reading? Any questions? I tried to be as thorough as possible. I think it would be a good idea if you told me as much about you.”

      Rue wished Lena asked because she wanted to know, but he would take what he could get. He was positive he could win her over before her father left. He intended to get lines eighteen, twenty-one, and thirty-nine revoked. Not to mention, he most assuredly wanted to see both her birthmark and piercing.

      Rue realized this whole pretend fiancé thing was better than dating for months. Just reading her packet told him so much about her already. And if what he had observed of her personality so far was any indication, she was an amazing woman, one he could see himself with long term. Rue decided he could easily fall for her so the only thing to do was to ensure she could fall for him too.

      “Okay.” Rue set the papers down on the couch next to him and leaned back, drinking her in like a thirsty man. Lena sat with her legs curled under her, sipping her water daintily, with Rose at the foot of the chair. Her dress had ridden up her thigh, but not high enough to see her birthmark. Pity.

      “Well, my favorite movie is also Tombstone. I’ve seen it about a hundred times. You ain’t no Daisy at all.” Rue did his best Doc Holliday impression. Lena laughed.

      “My favorite color is black. I don’t have a favorite flower. My favorite music is Norwegian death metal. My dream job is a forest ranger. No birthmarks but I do have a tattoo of—and don’t laugh, I cannot stress that enough—Elmer Fudd on my right ass cheek. And no piercings but I am not opposed to them.”

      Water shot from Lena’s nose and her laughter invaded his entire being. That moment he knew there was something he wanted to do more than breathe, and that was make this woman laugh. He wanted to be a source of humor in her life and if Elmer Fudd on his ass did that, then the drunken night when he’d accepted that dare was worth it.

      “Oh my god, tell me you’re not joking, please. For the love of all things Warner Brothers, tell me it’s real.”

      “Sadly, yes, it is, but what happened to not laughing? Do you want to see it?”

      “Um, partially blind here, so I’ll take your word for it.” Rue could tell by the way she looked at him that she could see some things, especially up close, but he didn’t push her. She needed a retreat and that was it. That didn’t mean he didn’t imagine the look on her beautiful face if he walked up to her, dropped trou, and bent over so she could see Mr. Fudd in all his glory.

      They continued to share details most couples wouldn’t learn about each other for months of dating. The more he learned about Lena, the closer to the edge he got. He may have only known her for a handful of hours, but he knew his fall was inevitable. He could easily be in love with her before her father left town.

      His gaze drifted to Rose as Lena spoke about her first pet. She’d untucked one foot and it drifted back and forth along Rose’s body, they both seemed perfectly content with the arrangement.

      Rue decided even if he couldn’t make her his girlfriend for real, he could never separate her and Rose. He knew he would eventually lose his heart to Lena if things didn’t work out, like he’d already lost his dog.

      Walking to his bags, he removed his football and placed it on the mantle next to a picture of Lena and a man he assumed was her father and a tiara. He loved the way their stuff juxtaposed when placed side by side.

      Rue placed the pictures he’d grabbed from his place around the living room, intermingling them with hers. One white-framed photo blew him away. It was a younger Lena standing in front of a weather map with a blinding smile on her face. Her lavender colored eyes sparkled with joy. A sticker proclaimed it her First Day at Channel 5. He made a mental note to take some pictures together to add to the collection.

      “Cartoon hunters aside, I would like to negotiate a few of the smaller points in your proposal.” Rue watched her closely, reading her body language for clues if he went too far. She shifted her weight and placed her cup down on the table next to her. Lena patted her thigh and Rose snapped to attention then gently leapt up on her lap before resuming her nap.

      Rose is her shield. It hit him like a ton of bricks, she needed Rose more than he realized. Glad I’m already resigned to losing my dog. In a matter of hours, Rose became so much more than the puppy who knocked her down, Lena needed her.

      Rue wasn’t one to believe in fate and all that crap, but he was quickly converting. Rose was destined for Lena not him, but he was meant to bring them together and he had. It felt as if he’d served a higher purpose.

      Lena was so independent she wouldn’t accept help from people, but she allowed a dog through her walls at first sight, accepting help and comfort from Rose. Rue was determined—now more than before—to follow Rose inside those walls. He wasn’t crazy enough to think he was deeply in love with Lena at first sight, but he wanted more than a pretend relationship with her.

      And I know just the way to find that entrance.

      “Okay, but I am not having sex with you if that is what you’re after. I want you to help me, but I don’t need you. I can hire someone else.”

      Bingo. I knew it. The word need was where she got tripped up. The key was to make her want, not need.

      “Not that I don’t want to make love to you, Lena, because I do, but no, that was not one of the points I wanted to discuss. I would like to revise a few other lines. I believe hand holding and facial kissing should be practiced so it flows naturally. If the first time I kiss you on the cheek is as I pull out your chair for dinner with your father, he will know something isn’t right.”

      Rue watched the wheels turning. Lena’s face was so expressive. He imagined how it would be in moments of passion.

      “I mean, the page on your father was very telling. He’s a smart man if your words are to be believed, and it sounds as if he knows you like the back of his own hand.”
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      “That’s true. I agree, we can prepare for that aspect, it needs to look real.” Silently she added, Just please don’t make it too real. She was attracted to Rue. More so than she had been to any other man. There were moments where she imagined she was her pre-accident normal self. Rose knocked her over and started their epic love story. Just like in a romance novel. Silly, she knew but couldn’t resist.

      She could see the book cover clearly. Fancy yellow title font, the color of the sun’s golden rays would proclaim: Love is Partially Blind. All large title size except partially. Partially would be canted and muted in a different type, set behind Love is Blind. A dog on the sidewalk with crushed roses and the shadow of a couple embracing in the background against a store-front would make the title pop.

      Lena wasn’t fanciful often, but when she was she went all out apparently. She decided she would write that book, and it would be insta-love, unlike real life. Rue would be his dashing self but fall head over heels in love, the way she’d tumbled over from Rose.

      But that was a story that belonged in a book and their fake relationship needed attention now. Pulling herself from her daydream, Lena hadn’t realized Rue had stood and extended his hand to her.

      “Okay, what next?” It was a question she didn’t want to ask but did anyway.

      “Lena, take my hand, please.” Hesitantly, she shooed Rose off her lap and obeyed.

      Rue pulled her close by interlacing their hands. It felt more intimate than the hug she somehow expected. When he leaned his face to hers, her breath hitched. Rue really was a handsome man. She could make out his dark eyes and tanned skin almost crystal clear now. He had freckles, she noticed with a smile. Just like me.

      “Line thirty-nine—”

      Lena interrupted, “Is non-negotiable.” She tried to pull away, but Rue didn’t allow it. Even so, she didn’t feel threatened or out of control, which shocked and pleased her at the same time.

      “What if I promised to wear pajama pants and not touch you in a sexual way unless you asked me to? Would you allow it then? I promise I would never do anything to hurt or scare you, I just . . .” Rue seemed flustered and it was cute. Lena—post accident Lena—had never flustered a man before.

      Summoning all her bravery, she asked a question she wasn’t sure she was prepared to hear the answer to.

      “You just what?”

      Rue backed his face up an inch. She could see better at that distance and even made out the plea in his eyes.

      “I just want to get to know you. I can’t explain it. We’ve literally only known each other for a few hours, but I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone before. But that’s not why I want to sleep in your bed with you, and I emphasize sleep. How much more intimate can two people be without having sex than holding each other when they are most vulnerable? That’s what I want, to hold you and get to know you like that.”

      Rue took a deep breath and it felt important, like that sound was the preface to something vital.

      “Why fake it? I’m not saying we get engaged, but let’s date. From now until your father leaves, let’s make it real. That gives us a chance to get to know each other and maybe it will lead to love and maybe it won’t, but what do you have to lose? If at the end of that time you don’t feel anything even remotely romantic for me, I’ll pack my things and leave without protest. And Rose will stay here with you . . . if you want her.”

      Lena pulled back in disbelief. He would leave Rose and he wanted me? Was the moon out of alignment sending the earth’s rotation into chaos? Before she had a chance to speak, Rue soldiered on.

      “I know this is all pretend, but I would like the chance to maybe make it real. See where it could lead. I know it says no relationship period, but do you think you could maybe be open to one . . . with me?”

      “Why? Why would you want someone like me?”

      “Someone like you who’s beautiful and fascinating and sexy as all get out? Why would I want someone like that?”

      Lena paced off. She needed the space to think. Is he the one who’s blind?

      “No, I mean someone like this.” She pointed to her face with all the hatred she felt for her scars.

      Rue rushed to her and kissed her stupid. “No, damn it. You are more than just that. You are compassionate and kind. Rose loves you like crazy and dogs are excellent judges of character.” His kisses fell on her nose and cheek, trailing down to her neck. His lips made her dizzy and his words made her want to believe.

      In everything.

      Believe a man like him could want her, not in spite of her scars, but because they didn’t define her.

      Believe in love, or at least the seeds of love, at first sight.

      Believe she was more than her scars.

      Believe she was worthy.

      “Someone who would let a stranger into her home and share all the intimate details of her life with him just to make her dad happy. I want someone like that. I want you. I can’t promise lasting love with marriage and kids and more dogs. Not now, but if things go the way I hope, the way I believe they can for us, those could definitely be down the road. What do you say, turn this fake fiancé into a real boyfriend and see what happens?”

      Lena laughed. She had done that more times in one day than she had in all the months since her accident. It wasn’t easy, but she made a choice to trust Rue with the possibility. She was sure it would’ve broken her heart when he left anyway, so the additional risk was minimal. For the first time in years, Lena followed her heart.

      “I feel like I just stepped into a romance novel. The real world me is screaming I should say no, but the book obsessed me says I should say yes.”

      “The real world is overrated, I say listen to the other you. I can’t promise you a happily ever after, Lena, but I can sure as hell try to give you a happy for now if you let me. And I’ll always bring you roses.”

      Lena was giddy with the possibility. She was definitely writing that book and that would be her closing line.

      Rose barked her approval.

      “You’ve already given me the prettiest Rose of all.”

      Rue was right, it wasn’t a happily ever after, but she was happy and Rue appeared to be happy. Rose was certainly happy and her dad would be thrilled. What could be better than that?

      Before she had time to overthink her decision, Rue’s lips claimed hers once more and it was intoxicating.

      “So, did I successfully renegotiate line thirty-nine?”

      “You most certainly did, Deveroux Parker.”

      

      
        
        THE END . . . FOR NOW.
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        * * *

      

      LINE 39 is a happy ending that is just the beginning.

      If you crave more, look for Rue & Lena’s expanded tale coming soon.
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      “Let me help you with that.” His voice—deep, raspy, and hot against the top of my head—startles me. At the same exact time, I feel a hard chest press into my shoulders as large, masculine hands plant just beside my outstretched fingertips, effortlessly lifting my computer bag into the overhead compartment. “There you go.” The heat from his body is gone as suddenly as it appeared, leaving a crisp, clean ocean scent lingering in his wake as he moves away from me.

      I shuffle back an inch, trying to give myself enough room to turn in the small space of the aisle, my heart screeching to a halt when my gaze locks onto the demi-god standing mere inches from me. Please, please, let him be sitting next to me. His eyes crinkle at the edges as they meet mine, the corners of his mouth lifting as he speaks. “You smell like roses.”

      My brow creases as I absorb his words. Not what I was expecting. “Excuse me?”

      “The flower.” He chuckles as my eyes take in his, so light green in color they almost look yellow, then continues. “The rose.”

      “I know what a rose is.” My cheeks heat, my lips straining to lift as I continue to meet his gaze.

      “And now you’re blushing like one.” His tone is playful.

      “You two sitting down or what?” A gruff voice grumbles from behind my demi-god’s broad back.

      “Sorry,” I call out, glancing down at my boarding pass to confirm my seat assignment. Row one, seat A. First class. An actual first for me. I gesture to my row and slip inside, settling myself in the luxurious leather next to the window. “I’m here.”

      “It must be my lucky day.” He gives me that grin again as he nods, lowering himself into the seat next to mine. “I’m here.”

      No, it’s definitely my lucky day. I smile, dipping my chin, busying myself with the seatbelt, trying to hide the elation I’m sure is apparent on my face. No sooner than the buckle clicks into place, a flight attendant appears. “Can I get either of you something to drink?”

      I really want to take advantage of the free booze in first class, but the sun’s been out less than two hours, and I don’t want the demi-god to think I’m a complete lush. So, when he orders a spicy bloody Mary, I have to hold myself back from throwing a fist in the air to celebrate. Decision made, I request my own beverage. “I’ll have a mimosa, please.”

      The attendant nods. “I’ll be back in a moment.” The second she’s out of ear-shot, the demi-god leans in my direction and whispers in a low voice, “What’s the point in being in first class if you don’t take advantage of the free alcohol?”

      I turn my head, a huge grin breaking across my face. “Right?”

      His expression matches mine as he straightens back in his chair. “What’s taking you to New York?”

      “All my dreams coming true, hopefully.” I’m only half-joking but clarify my response. “A job interview.”

      “A big one, I take it?”

      “The one I’ve been working toward my entire career.”

      The attendant appears, places both our drinks down on the tabletop space between our seats, and leaves. I reach for the stem of my glass, my fingertips brushing against his, electricity sparking up my arm as my eyes dart to his. One side of his mouth quirks as he raises his glass in a salute. “Cheers and best of luck on your interview.”

      I clink my glass against his. “Cheers.” I take a sip, savoring the sweet, bubbly liquid a moment before my manners kick in. “And thank you.”

      His head tilts, green eyes narrowing as he lowers the crystal tumbler from his mouth. His tongue sweeps across his top lip, capturing the thin layer of tomato juice from the rough scruff above it. My eyes follow the flash of pink until it disappears back inside his mouth, and I move my line of sight away as I feel my teeth grip onto the tender flesh of my own lip. Heaven help me. How am I going to sit next to this man for the next five hours?  I give myself a mental shake and expand on my expression of gratitude. “For the assistance with my luggage. I forgot to say thank you.”

      His head bows down in acknowledgement. “You’re welcome, Chloe.”

      “Wait.” My lids squint to half-mast as I analyze him with suspicion. “How did you know my name? I haven’t introduced myself.”

      One finger lifts off the surface of his glass to point at my boarding pass, still lying in my lap. “I may have taken a peek.” A deep dimple appears on the left side of his cheek, his shoulder lifting in a causal shrug as he grins at me.

      “Well, aren’t you just the little snoop?” I suggest, taking another sip from my flute, my lips curving around the rim as I smile.

      “They say it’s good practice now on flights to get to know your neighbor.” He takes another drink then elaborates. “In the event of an emergency, or what not.”

      I give him an eye roll as an easy laugh bubbles out. “Then I guess you better introduce yourself, neighbor.”

      His brows shoot up as he barks out a huff of laughter. “Touché.” He lowers his drink back to the tabletop between us then extends his hand in my direction. “My friends call me Fin.”

      I arch one brow as I slide my hand into his. “Are we going to be friends, Fin?”

      His fingers curl around the outside of my hand, fusing our palms together as he tugs me just a fraction closer. The temperature of his skin against mine causes the blood to ignite in my veins like a match being thrown on gasoline. My eyes pop wide when he drawls out his response. “Oh, I hope so, Chloe.”

      Before I can respond, his phone rings, a frown marring his perfectly sculpted lips when he checks the caller ID. He lifts his index finger. “I’m sorry, I need to take this. Please, excuse me for one minute.” The phone is at his ear a second later. “What’s up?”

      I blink, perhaps to make sure the vision in front of me is real, or perhaps to ensure I’m actually awake and not in some fantasy. Being offered an interview for my dream job in New York was the absolute best thing to happen in months, but being stuck next to this man for an entire flight is a very close second. Trying not to make it too obvious that I’m eavesdropping on every word of his conversation, I attempt to look busy scrolling through the emails on my phone, not reading a single word as I listen. He is in total command of whomever he’s speaking to, the authoritative tone of his voice demanding compliance.

      “Absolutely not.” His empty tumbler comes to rest next to my champagne flute before his fingers start drumming against the arm rest. “I don’t give a fuck what they want. The decision has already been made,” he growls, low and gruff. “Is that so?” There is a slight pause before he speaks again, determination loud and clear. “I’d love to have them even try. It would make my Goddamn day.” Another pause, which lasts for less than three seconds, his patience at an obvious end. “Dean, I’m done with this discussion. They can take the deal or find someone else. I really don’t give a shit, and the plane’s getting ready to take-off. I’ll see you in the office tomorrow.”

      His thumb hits the end button, and in one swift swipe, he powers his phone down, his head turning toward mine. “I think that’s enough business for today.”

      “Bad news?” I inquire, my curiosity getting the better of me as I ponder what he might do for a living. The conversation indicating something involving power and control, and that made my insides swoon.

      “Somebody just wants something they can’t have.” He drops the phone into the wall pocket in front of him then focuses his attention back to me. His eyes shift to our empty glasses. “Do you need another drink?”

      “Sure.” I shrug, impressed when the attendant is at his side with a flick of the wrist. When she steps away with our empties, I attempt to continue our conversation. “You’re from New York then, or just travelling there as well for work?”

      He stares at me, his eyes slanting in his obvious analysis of me, the intensity of the moment causing me to squirm further back in my seat. He clears his throat before responding, his reluctance to speak about work evident. “I keep an apartment in the city, but let’s not talk shop.” He waves a hand in the air, effectively dismissing the topic. “I’d rather discuss anything but.” He flashes me an easy smile, one that I’m guessing has dropped many pairs of panties. And, if I’m honest, a pile I’d drop mine in with little hesitation.

      “All right.” I cross my legs, noticing when his eyes drift to trail slowly up the bare length of my calves and thighs, over the frilled edges of my faded jean shorts, up the length of my white V-neck t-shirt, until finally locking onto my gaze again. Goosebumps break out across my flesh, though it’s not from any chill in the air.

      “Your drink, miss.” The attendant bends between us, severing the moment as she delivers our cocktails. “And yours, sir.” She leans in further, arching her shoulder into my demi-god’s personal space, the move an obvious attempt to show him more of her cleavage. “You just let me know if I can get you anything else.”

      Oh. My. God. Are you kidding me? One side of my lip twitches up in disbelief, morphing into a shocked smile when I hear his response. “Just a little space, please.” I have to stifle a giggle when she jerks into an upright position, a stiff nod her only reply as she moves away.

      Fin trains his gaze on me, his brow cocked. “What’s so funny?”

      I roll my eyes, unable to mask my disdain. “That was such a cliché moment.”  His return stare vacant as I elaborate. “You know,” I wrinkle my nose, “the sexy stewardess trying to hit on the hot, rich guy in first class.” I laugh in an attempt to hide my nerves, but knowing my inflamed cheeks are giving me away, I keep babbling like an idiot. “But I’m sure that happens to you so much that you don’t even realize it.”

      His index finger strokes back and forth across his lips, his eyes roaming over my face, the low tone of his response delivering a tingle up my spine. “You’re blushing again.”

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome aboard Patriotic Airways flight 3583 to New York City. In preparation for departure—” Saved by the bell?  Okay, announcement in this case, but the perfect opportunity to turn my reddened cheeks away from Fin to pull my safety information card out of the wall pocket in front of me and pretend I’m as engrossed as a first-time flier. It doesn’t work.

      “You think I’m hot?” His breath is warm, smelling sweet from the tomato juice in his drink as it wafts over me. He’s leaning on the table between us, his head just inches from mine.

      I twist my head until our eyes latch. “That was your take-away from that?” I scoff, giving him a playful nudge with my elbow. “You don’t need my justification to know you’re a good-looking man.”

      “And don’t forget rich.” One brow arches as he counters, sarcasm obvious as he shifts back. “Because you can tell that just by looking at me, right?”

      “Not always.” I glance down between us. “But when you have a twenty-thousand-dollar Omega strapped on your wrist, it’s a pretty good indicator.”

      He chuckles, nodding in defeat, but continues to argue with me. “And yet, generally, only someone else with money would know the value of a watch like this.” His lips purse as his eyes scan my form once again in scrutiny. “But you’re definitely not typical. Not in your cut-off denim shorts, gap t-shirt, and chucks.”

      “Are you asking me if I’m rich, Fin?” I flash a smug smile, enjoying this little guessing game we’re playing.

      “Now what kind of gentleman would I be if I did that?” He finishes the rest of his drink in two long gulps, handing his glass and then mine to the attendant collecting them for take-off, then swings his attention back to me. “Besides, it doesn’t matter one way or the other to me.” He finds the straps to his seatbelt and clicks it into place around his lean waist, his gaze sweeping up to mine when he’s done. “Friends don’t care about those kinds of things.”

      “Oh yes, that’s right. I forgot.” I grin back at him. “We’re friends now.”

      “Yes, friends.” One side of his mouth lifts, a dimple amplifying the simple grin into something so much sexier. Or maybe it’s the way his gaze seems to sear into mine, stirring something inside of me that I have left untended for far too long. Whatever it is, there is no doubt that it wants to be much more than friends with the demi-god.
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          Turbulence

        

      

    

    
      The plane engines roar loudly as we barrel down the runway, my fingernails sinking into the material of the armrest as I clutch on for dear life. Closing my eyes, I lean my head back and say a silent prayer as I feel us leave the ground. The heat of his hand splaying over mine registers before his words do.

      “Not a good flier?” His fingers squeeze in comfort as I nod, my eyes still shut. “Want me to keep talking, or should I just shut up?”

      “Keep talking,” I urge, trying to concentrate on the warmth of his skin instead of the knot in my stomach. “It’s just the take-off and landing parts that I hate.”

      His hand relaxes over mine as his thumb begins to slide in a gentle circular motion over and over against my skin. “I know I said I didn’t want to talk about work, but I hope this isn’t how you’re planning on showing up to your interview.” My face scrunches in contempt as he chuckles. “Not that I’m sure they wouldn’t appreciate your gorgeous legs.”

      My eyes fly open as they whip in his direction. “Of course I’m not showing up to my interview like this! Do you think I have no common sense?”

      He shrugs, his expression one of mischief, his hand lifting off mine as he splays them out in front of me in defense. “Okay, okay. Don’t get all huffy. I was just asking. Wanted to make sure you have all the bases covered.”

      “My interview isn’t until tomorrow. We don’t even land until five o’clock. How would I ever squeeze that in this afternoon?” I throw back at him.

      “Oh, yes, that’s right.” He nods. “I forgot about the time difference. The loss of three hours flying west to east.”

      “If you must know, I have a fabulous Dolce & Gabbana suit for my interview,” I huff out, sitting up straighter.

      “Ah, so you do have money.” He leans in, a satisfied look on his face because he believes he’s solved some deep dark secret of mine.

      “Because I own a nice suit?” I lift my chin in contempt. “I bought it at a second-hand consignment store if you must know.”

      “I bet you look like a million bucks in it.” There’s a gleam in his eyes as they traverse over my frame once again.

      Is he flirting with me or trying to infuriate me? I’m about to respond, but he interjects, pointing a finger toward my window. “Look, you can see the entire coast line. Isn’t it beautiful?” I turn and look at the view, gratitude warming my insides as I realize everything he just did was a distraction from the take-off. And it worked. Like a charm. I nod then look back at him. “Thank you.”

      He shrugs then glances up the aisle as the pilot sounds overhead with an announcement. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Captain Hanson, manning the controls up here in the cockpit as we wing our way to the Big Apple. We’re currently at eleven thousand feet, but I’ll be bringing us up to a cruising altitude of thirty-three. Smooth skies are expected for the entire flight, so sit back, enjoy yourselves, and let your flight attendants know if you need anything. I’ll see you on the ground in a few hours.”

      His head turns back to me. “Want another drink?”

      “I better not.” I tilt my head toward the overhead compartment. “I should grab my laptop and do a little more research for my interview tomorrow.”

      “I thought we agreed not to talk about work?” he rebuts, his smile evaporating.

      Groaning through a gritted smile, I counter, “I know, I know, but I need to make sure I’m prepared for every scenario. This is a really big deal for me.”

      “Okay, how about a compromise then?” He darts a glance to the front of the plane then back at me. “They’re going to serve us our breakfast within the next couple minutes, so trying to work will be impossible anyway. Have another drink, some breakfast, maybe watch a movie, and I promise, the last two hours of the flight, I’ll help you prepare.”

      “And how exactly are you going to do that?”

      He chuckles in that low, sexy way that makes my insides stir. “I’m not just a handsome face. I’m a pretty savvy businessman as well. I’ll drill you with every question they could throw your way, and when you answer, I’ll tell you how to answer even better.”

      “That’s your compromise?” I challenge, my mind running with various scenarios of the next five hours; more drinks, more flirting, movie snuggling, intense questioning, no questioning, more flirting.

      “Do you have a better idea?” he quips, his dimple appearing again.

      Mile high club? I shake that thought away but feel my cheeks heating anyway. “You promise you’ll help me prep?”

      “Scout’s honor.” He lifts his hand in a three-finger salute, his expression one of complete seriousness.

      I laugh, throwing my hands up in defeat. “Okay, you win.”

      “Yes!” he exclaims, his face lighting up. He lifts a hand to wave to the first-class attendant, requests another round, then turns back to me. “So, what kind of movies do you like?”

      We spend the next hour talking, eating, drinking, talking some more, and then finally decide on a movie. We pick a comedy, staying away from romance and my request for nothing scary. My head is light and fuzzy from all the bubbly I’ve been drinking, and about halfway through the movie, I feel myself doze off. I’m not certain how long I’ve been asleep when I feel something warm brush against my cheek, my eyes springing to life.

      “Wake-up, sleeping beauty.” Sparkling green irises stare into my bleary ones, and I blink, making sure I’m not in a dream as my gaze drifts down to his perfectly puffy lips.  I swipe my tongue over my own, the urge to kiss him overwhelming. I lean forward just as he begins to speak, snapping me to my senses. “You fell asleep.”

      I bolt upright, wiping a hand over my hair, then my face, hoping I don’t look like a complete mess. “I guess I’m a bit of a lightweight,” I joke, trying to cover up my mortification, swiping my fingers under my lashes, hoping to remove any stray mascara that may have wept as I slept. “Do I look awful?”

      “You look like an angel.” My heart stutters as I absorb the way the edges of his eyes crinkle when he smiles. He extends a crystal tumbler in my direction. “Here, drink this. It’s just some seltzer. It will refresh you.”

      “Thank you.” I take the glass from him and sip from the edge, bubbles popping under my nose as cool liquid slides down my throat. Before I can come up with another blubbering response, he speaks.

      “We’ve got about ninety minutes left until we land. Did you still want me to drill you with questions for your interview?”

      Did he say ‘drill’ me? Because my answer is whole-heartedly, YES. I cover my mouth as a giggle escapes and bob my head.

      His brow creases. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes,” I state, much louder than is required. “Let me just get my laptop.” I stand and wait for him to rise, then move into the aisle. He opens the compartment he helped me place my bag into earlier and motions at the contents.

      “It’s this one, correct?” He places his hand on a large, black, leather computer bag with small LV initials embossed throughout the material.

      “Yes,” I acknowledge, accepting it as he passes it to me. “Thank you.” I move to squeeze past him to take my seat when a sudden jolt sends me careening into him, a yelp of fear leaving me as my bag drops to the floor between us.

      “I’ve got you.” His arms capture me with little effort, steadying my body against his, my heart punching against my ribs as I draw in a deep breath. “It’s just a little turbulence.”

      The plane continues to bounce, my panic increasing as I clench my hands around his biceps to anchor myself. “A little?”

      His hands slide down my arms, his grip tightening as he guides me back to my seat, giving me a soft push into it when we reach it. He bends and retrieves my bag, setting it in my lap as he stands tall. A ragged breath leaves my lips as I heave a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” I turn to look at him. “Again.” Then I giggle, my nerves getting the best of me.

      “It’s nothing,” he concludes, waving off my behavior as he lowers into his seat with ease. “Put your seatbelt on.”

      I struggle to find my straps, then click them into place as I watch him do the same. The plane continues to bounce through the air, my nerves matching the frenetic tempo. Sensing my terror, his hand grabs mine and closes around it securely. “We’re going to be fine. Think of it like driving down a bumpy, country dirt road.”

      I nod, my palm sweating against his. “If you say so. I think I much rather prefer nice, smooth cement.”

      He lets out a guff of laughter, which is drowned out in the next second by an announcement from the flight staff, asking us to please buckle up and raise our tray tables for the remainder of what is expected to be a bumpy ride as we travel around a storm.

      “I thought he said it was going to be a smooth flight?” I lament to no one in particular, my voice full of fear and just short of trill.

      “Chloe, tell me about the job you’re interviewing for so I know what kind of questions to ask.” Fin’s deep voice, smooth and calm, reaches and pulls me out of my turbulence-infused meltdown.

      “What?” I stare back at him, my mind a total blank.

      “What’s the position? For your interview?” he repeats, his hand still around mine.

      I look down at our entwined fingers, his warm skin a comfort against mine, finally bringing me to my senses. I blow a long breath out of my nose, then meet his gaze with a forced smile. “It’s for the VP of Media Relations.”

      His brows rise, his head tilting a smidge. “Impressive.” He gives me a quick smile, releasing my hand to cross his arms over his chest. “Tell me why the job should be yours.”

      I begin my rehearsed response with enthusiasm, continuing to answer each question he throws my way, absorbing any advice he offers as we go.

      “Okay, last question.” He looks me straight in the eyes. “You ready?”

      “Give it to me.” I nod.

      “Dinner with me.” His gaze remains locked on mine. “Tomorrow after the interview. Say yes.”

      I reel back in surprise. “That’s not a question.”

      “You’ll be great at your job.” He chuckles. “There’s no question about that.”

      “You’re asking me to dinner?” I repeat his request, disbelief the only thing I’m certain of at the moment.

      “We can celebrate you getting the job.” A confident grin slides into place.

      “I haven’t got it yet.”

      “You will.” There’s not an ounce of doubt in his voice. “I can guarantee it.” His grin turns cockier, if that is even possible. “If I’m wrong, I’ll spring for a bottle of Dom Perignon for you to drown your sorrows in.”

      “And if you’re right?” I try to contain the smile on my face and end up smirking instead.

      “I’ll spring for a bottle of Dom Perignon to celebrate.”

      I laugh out loud. “You’re quite the negotiator, I see?”

      He leans in closer to me, his voice lowering again. “I really don’t see how I lose if I have you sitting across from me.”

      My breath catches in my throat as my heart misses at least one beat, maybe two, before I gather my wits and respond. “How can I say no to that?”
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      “What do you mean, my luggage is lost?” I stare wide-eyed at the customer service agent. “It was a direct flight! How is that even possible?” My hand makes a loud slapping sound as it lands hard and flat on the counter between us.

      She clears her throat, her eyes darting everywhere except on me. “It seems it was never loaded on the plane in LAX. Some sort of mix-up with the cart it was placed on.”

      “Some kind of mix-up?” I repeat, not even sure why, because I know it’s not going to change the predicament I’m in. “Well, how long is it going to take to fix it? I need my luggage.”

      “Of course, ma’am.” She nods, her bobbed haircut swishing around her chin from the motion, as she reads the computer screen in front of her. “It was placed on another flight to New York City just three hours after yours and is expected to be here at eight-thirty this evening.”

      Well, that’s not so bad, I suppose. At least I’ll have my clothes for my interview tomorrow. Before I can respond, she continues in a rush. “We will, of course, have it delivered wherever you’re staying, ma’am. Free of charge, of course.”

      I scoff and shake my head in frustration. “I would expect so.”

      “Can you give me an address where we can have it delivered, and a phone number to reach you at?”

      I sigh, closing my eyes in an attempt to calm my nerves. I’ll have my clothes by this evening. Everything is going to be fine. I just need to breathe. I blink my lids open and award her with the most gracious smile I can muster. “Of course. I’m staying at The Sapphire Resorts on Wall Street. My cell number is 213-774-8448.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Adams.” She slides a card across the counter to me. “Please, feel free to call me if you have any other issues at all. I sincerely apologize for the inconvenience.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate your help,” I reply, about to walk away, but then step back to the counter. “Can you tell me which direction I can find a taxi?”

      She smiles, then points to my left. “Just go up those stairs and straight through the sliding doors. The taxi station will be on your right.”

      “Thanks again.” Less than five minutes later, I’m up the stairs and about to walk through the sliding doors when a hand latches onto arm, stopping me in my tracks. I spin around, then freeze, the corners of my mouth lifting in recognition. “Fin.”

      “Chloe.” He draws me from of the doorway, out of the way of foot traffic, then releases his hold. “I thought that was you.”

      “You’re still here?” I ask, finding it curious that he is.

      “So are you, it seems.” He chuckles, his fingers brushing over the stubble lining his face. “I ran into a colleague. We had a quick drink before his flight.” He lifts his chin toward me. “What’s your excuse?”

      I frown, lifting my shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. “Lost luggage. It seems it never made it onto our plane in Los Angeles.”

      “Well, shit. That’s not good news for the snappy outfit you planned on wearing to your interview tomorrow,” he teases, a smile tugging on his lips.

      “Yes, well, don’t you fret. I’m told it’s on the next flight in and will be delivered to my hotel this evening.”

      “Phew.” He chuckles again. “Not that I don’t think you look exceptional in that outfit.” His eyes trail over my bare legs for at least the third time today. “But, I don’t believe it meets the dress code for the restaurant I’m planning on taking you to tomorrow evening.”

      “We could always grab a hot dog and take a walk through Central Park instead,” I suggest. “I am a simple girl, truth be told.”

      He shakes his head back and forth, the dimple in his cheek appearing as he gives me a wide smile. “Chloe, there isn’t anything simple about you.”

      I feel my traitorous cheeks heat, belying the confidence I want to portray, but give it my best shot anyway. “Fin, the same could be said about you.”

      He lets out a huff of laughter, his eyes twinkling as they stay locked on me. “You need a ride? I’ve got a car. I can drop you at your hotel if you like? Especially now that I know you’re traveling light.”

      “I was just headed to grab a taxi, as a matter of fact.” I look behind me through the doors, noting the long line of people waiting. “Are you sure it’s not an imposition?”

      His large, warm hand presses flat against my back before I can blink, leading me outside, across one lane of traffic and to a waiting town car. A middle-aged man in a dark suit leaning against the car jumps to attention, moving to open the back door for us. “Good evening, sir.”

      “Hey, Jimmy.” Fin’s hand slides from my waist down the length of my arm to grasp my knuckles as I lower myself into the car. “We’ll have an extra stop tonight.”

      “No problem. You just tell me where to go.” The door shuts hard and firm, both men suddenly gone, the door on the other side of the car opening a second later, Fin sliding in beside me with ease.

      It’s then that I notice he doesn’t have any luggage with him either, and I comment on it. “You don’t have any bags?”

      “I have a place here. A place in Los Angeles. There’s usually no need,” he explains before changing the topic. “Are you going to the hotel?”

      I nod. He knows where I’m staying because I gave him my information earlier so he can pick me up tomorrow evening. He instructs the driver where to drop me, then turns his attention back to me. “Sure you don’t want to do dinner tonight?”

      One corner of my mouth lifts, but I shake my head. “No. I need a good night’s sleep for tomorrow.” I point my finger at him. “And don’t try to change the subject,” I scoff. “Mister I have a place in NY and LA and I don’t need luggage, but I’m going to try to pretend I’m not rich.’”

      “I never said I wasn’t rich,” he states. “You made the assumption I was, and I didn’t dispute it.” He squints as he continues to assess me, scooting a little closer, his voice low when he continues. “Why, does it bother you that I am?”

      “Hmmm, no.” I purse my lips as my perusal of him blatant. “It’s just not fair that you’re this damn good looking and rich.”

      His head falls back as laughter erupts from deep in his chest, amusement lighting up his eyes as they find their way back to mine. “Some guys get all the luck, I guess.”

      “I guess,” I muse, my gaze shifting to his full lips before tracking a slow trail up to his gorgeous green ones.

      “You really need to stop looking at me like that.” His voice grows even lower, a slight growl to its edge, as he leans even closer.

      “Like what?” I whisper, his face a breath from mine.

      My eyes flutter shut as his whiskered cheek presses against my smooth one, his breath hot in my ear as he speaks. “Like you want me to kiss you.” His nose ruffles against my hair, loose strands drifting toward him as he inhales, humming when he exhales. “Roses.” His lips trail over my skin, up the edge of my face before leaving a soft kiss on my forehead. My eyes flicker as he pulls away, his gaze locking with mine. “If I kiss you now, I won’t stop.”

      “So?” I mutter, desperate to feel his lips on mine. “I’m not saying stop.”

      “And I don’t want you to.” He slides away from me but keeps a hand on my bare thigh. “Which is why I don’t mind waiting until tomorrow.”

      I can’t help the frown that I know mars my expression, but I just don’t care. I’ve spent over six hours next to this man, this demi-god, and Jesus, he has me hot and bothered. I’m not giving up without a little bit of a fight. “We don’t have to.”

      He answers on a low chuckle. “We do. For the sake of your interview.” He leans forward again, his hand sliding up my thigh until it stops just below the seam of my very short shorts. “Because, Chloe, once I start, it’s going to last a very, very long time, and I don’t want to be the blame for you not looking rested at your interview.”

      I shift my eyes to his, my tongue swiping across my lips, dry from the short, quick breaths leaving them, and nod. He responds by cocking one side of his tempting mouth into a devilish grin, his fingers drifting like a feather down the length of my leg before they lift off my skin. He shifts back just as the driver pulls up in front of my hotel.

      Sweet holy mother of God, I think I just came. Thank goodness my luggage is getting delivered tonight.
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      I take one last look in the mirror, adjust the cuff on my sleeve under my jacket, then stroll out of my room, through the hotel, and into a waiting car. This is it. The interview I’ve waited my entire career for. What I’ve been working toward for the last twelve years. Today, it either pays off, or I go back to Los Angeles with my tail between my legs and keep on fighting the fight.

      When the driver pulls up in front of the address, my eyes stare wide-eyed at the building towering over us. We have some tall buildings in Los Angeles, but none compare to the structures lining the streets of this city. I step onto the sidewalk, thanking the driver who’s holding the door open for me. “Go in through those doors, miss, and tell the front desk who you’re here to see. They’ll take care of you from there.”

      I do as he instructs, taking a fortifying gulp of courage as I approach the man standing behind the large counter. “Good morning. Chloe Adams for an interview with Harrison, Harrison & Watkins.”

      “Of course, Ms. Adams.” The gentleman motions to a ledger. “If you can just sign here, and I’ll need to see a form of identification.”

      After the verification preliminaries, I’m given a temporary identification badge and escorted to an elevator that whisks me to the sixty-fifth floor. I know from researching the company that the law office occupies floors sixty to sixty-five. I also know that only the founding and senior partners occupy the top, makes things a whole lot scarier. “You got this. You got this,” I murmur to myself over and over, not stopping until the doors slide open.

      “Ms. Adams.” A sharp dressed woman is waiting in the wings as I step out of the elevator, surprising me when she speaks. She walks in my direction, her hand flying up to her mouth. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “Please, it’s fine.” I laugh, trying to dismiss the moment. “I just didn’t see you. Let’s try this again.” I extend my hand. “Chloe Adams. Nice to meet you.”

      “Gina Crosby.” She clutches my fingers for only a moment then releases them. “I’m the executive assistant to Mr. Harrison.” She pauses and looks my way as she leads me to an office. “Jefferson, not Griffin.” She shakes her head, waving a hand in the air. “It can be so confusing having father and son on the same floor.” She stops in front of a conference room then turns to me. “Your meeting will be held in here.”

      She opens the door, holding it wide for me to enter. “Please, make yourself comfortable.” She watches as I pull out one of the cushioned leather chairs, and then as I lower myself into it, nodding once I’m seated. “Can I get you anything? Coffee, tea, water?”

      I smile politely. “No, thank you, Ms. Crosby.”

      “Very good.” She smiles back at me. “I’ll let Mr. Peters know you’re here. He shouldn’t be long.” She turns on her heel and strides away before I can reply.

      I try to sit patiently, but that lasts about three minutes before I stand and move to one of the windows. The view is astounding. Something I could definitely get used to. I press my hand against the glass to lean forward, trying to see if I can catch a glimpse of the Statue of Liberty. I startle when someone behind me clears their throat. I spin around, embarrassment flaring in my cheeks (yet again), as my eyes land on a man in his mid-forties, an amused smirk dancing on his lips.

      “It’s a nice view, yes?” He steps further into the room, shutting the door behind him as he does, and stops when he’s a foot shy of me. “Ms. Adams?”

      “Mr. Peters?” I grip the hand he’s reached out to me and shake it. “I’m so sorry about that.”

      “For enjoying the view?” He releases his hold to wave my apology away. “Don’t be silly.” He moves to sit at the table. “Please, take a seat, and please, call me Ross.”

      I sit in the chair I claimed earlier, clasp my hands in front of me, and dive in. “It’s truly an honor to meet you, Ross. I’ve been an admirer of yours for many years. I truly appreciate the opportunity and consideration of this position.”

      “It’s you who deserves admiration. I’ve been watching you the past year. You’re good. You’ve earned that seat you’re sitting in right now.” He slides a folder across the table to me and points to it. “We’re already prepared to make you an offer. Everything you need to know is in that folder, but let’s talk a little more about the role.”

      My heart thunders in my chest at his words. They’re already making me an offer? I was not expecting the process to move at such a quick pace. I give myself a mental shake and concentrate on what Ross is saying. We spend the next hour talking about the position, how I’d integrate and work with him, and the current media concerns of the company. It’s everything I want and more.

      “So, if you don’t have any further questions, I think we’re done.” Ross concludes, rising to move around the table to shake my hand. “I hope the next time I see you, it’s to show you to your new office here at Harrison, Harrison & Watkins. It’s truly been a pleasure.”

      “Thank you again.” I shake his hand and smile warmly. “I promise I’ll be in touch with my decision quickly.”

      “Mr. Harrison will stop by in just a minute to give you our official partner pitch.” He gives me a wink. “But make no mistake, the job is yours if you want it.” With that, he gives me a quick wave and exits the room.

      I can’t help the grin that’s plastered to my face. This is really happening. I knew I was a good candidate for the position, but this seemed way too easy. I reach over with two fingers and pinch the skin on the back of my hand to make sure this isn’t some crazy dream I’m having. “Ouch!” I flinch at my own action.

      “I was right.” A deep voice sounds in front of me, goosebumps bursting across my flesh at the familiar tone, my head snapping up. “You look like a million bucks in that outfit.”

      “Fin?” I take a step back, blinking rapidly to make sure what, or who, I’m seeing in front of me is real. I watch, speechless, as the door shuts quietly behind him and he strides towards me. He looks even more handsome, as if that was even possible, in the dark suit he’s wearing, the crisp white of his shirt making his eyes look even brighter.

      “I don’t think we ever formally introduced ourselves.” The corners of his lips twitch as he takes one of my hands into his, the heat that surrounds my fingers intimate as he grips them. “Griffin Harrison, Senior Partner at Harrison, Harrison & Watkins.”

      My mouth falls open as I take another step back, my hand dragging out of his as realization dawns. “Holy shit. You knew who I was the entire time.”

      “Well, the company did book your ticket,” he chides. “And, not coincidentally, mine too, making sure we were seated together.”

      “So, what is this?” I cross my arms over my chest and lock them there in an effort to restrain myself from slapping him. “Some kind of scheme to embarrass me? Trick me into telling you something or showing you something about myself that you may not discover in an interview?”

      He scratches the scruff lining his otherwise perfect face, a gleam in his eyes as he stares back at me.  After what seems like moments, but in actuality is just a few seconds, he explains. “Not a trick. Just a unique way of getting to know what someone is really like in a more relaxed setting.” He paces back and forth then stands in front of me again. “We had already made the decision to hire you, sight unseen, given your reputation and all the different ways we could watch your work online. When we realized that I would be flying back to this office on the same flight as you, I asked them to book my seat next to yours. I wanted to make sure we were getting someone authentic and not someone who knew how to easily contrive herself, as well as the media.”

      “Like the genuine way you represented yourself?” I stomp a foot then throw a hand up as I continue. “You completely misrepresented yourself! And took advantage of me in a situation I obviously wasn’t aware of!”

      “How exactly did I take advantage of you, Chloe?” He takes a step forward, which I counter, flinching when I feel myself bump up against the window, feeling like a fly in a spider’s web. My eyes dart up to his as he continues. “By sharing a couple drinks? A meal? Watching a movie together.” He smirks. “Which you fell asleep to, by the way.” He steps a little closer. “Or was it when I held your hand through a patch of rough air?”

      I stare back at him, my breathing shallow, his closeness only causing me to be more confused. Why does he have to smell so Goddamn delicious? I shake my head in an attempt to clear my thoughts, then make my appeal. “Because you knew who I was. And how much I wanted this job. And how attracted I was to you. And you invited me to dinner. You don’t do that to a possible colleague.” I raise my eyes to his. “How will I ever know if I got this job because I’m the best you could hire, or if it’s because my boss wants to sleep with me!”

      “First, if I wanted to sleep with you, I could have done that last night.” His eyes bore into mine as he grits out his response. “Second, I’m not your boss. Ross Peters is. I’m just one of the partners who work here. Third, you’re getting this job based entirely on your own merits and because Ross loves your work.” He takes another step forward, his body now leaning into mine, his voice a growl as he finishes. “And let’s get one more thing clear. I don’t want to just sleep with you. I want to fuck you, long and hard, and then I’m going to want to do it again.”

      “Fin.” I gasp when his hips thrust against mine, making his intentions more than clear. “Don’t make this more difficult for me.” I look up into his eyes, almost giving in right there. “You know I’m attracted to you. How are we supposed to work together?”

      He releases my arm, taking a step back as he runs a hand through his tousled hair. He tilts his head toward the ceiling, a long breath leaving his lips before he looks at me again and begins to speak. “I know. I’m sorry. It wasn’t meant to be sneaky, or even a trick. The last thing I ever expected was to be so attracted to you. Or you to me.”

      I snort. “Really?” I wave my hand up and down the length of his body with a dramatic flair. “How could anyone not be attracted to that?”

      “Not this again.” He bows his head, a small smile playing at his lips. “Listen, there is no one that is better for this job than you. It’s yours. On a silver platter.” He steps over to the table and leans against it. “Chloe, the bottom line is the company wants you. To be honest, your job and any direct interaction you’d have with me will be minimal at best. You deal with Ross. Ross deals with the partners and clients. If this were a conflict of interest for me, I wouldn’t even broach it.”

      “It, being your attraction to me?” I wonder out loud.

      “I think it’s pretty mutual, but yes,” he concedes.

      “This doesn’t feel right. I feel like I’m getting the job for all the wrong reasons.” I move to stand in front of him.

      He grips my shoulders with a gentle touch and stares down at me. “You’re getting this job because you are the best choice. Ross hired you, not me. I’m giving my partner approval. Sex free. No influence.”

      “I need to know that you have no authority or say in my job. That it’s all Ross. I don’t want my integrity comprised by anything happening between us,” I plead, my desire to explore what I’m feeling for Fin obvious. This is a job offer of a lifetime, but, let’s face it; men come and go.

      Sensing my internal struggle, he continues to argue, “Chloe, the only thing you need to worry about where I’m concerned is to make sure I look good to the public and the clients. That’s it.” He steps into me then, pulling my body flush. His face just inches above mine as he looks down at me. “Anything else that happens is between you and me. No one else.”

      I lick my lips, wanting to kiss him, to wrap my arms around his waist, but know this isn’t the time or the place. Instead, I back out of his hold and peer back at him. “Okay, I need some time to think and review the offer Ross presented.” A wave of shyness sweeps over me as I continue. “And to think about you.”

      “Fair enough.” He walks to the table to grab the folder Ross presented me with earlier and hands it to me. I retrieve my bag off the floor beside the table and start for the door.

      “I’ll ask Gina to call a car for you.” He pulls the door open for me and allows me to walk ahead of him.

      “Actually, I’d rather walk. It’s not that far, and I could use the time to think.” I turn, extending my hand to him. “Thank you for everything, Mr. Harrison.”
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          Final Destination

        

      

    

    
      Strangest day ever. I push the contract and job terms across the table and stride over to the mini-bar. It’s after five, and I am so ready for a damn drink. I grab one of the little bottles of white wine, twist the cap off, and drink straight from bottle. Sometimes, a girl just has to do what a girl has to do. And, screw it, this is all getting billed to my new company anyway.

      “Cheers to me.” I lift the wine in the air, even though no one is there, and bring it to my lips again for another gulp. I freeze when there’s a loud knock on the door. I set the small bottle down on the table as I pass, and push down on the handle to pull the door open.

      “Griffin,” I exclaim, unable to mask my surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “We have dinner plans.” His eyes roam over me, his brow creasing as he does. I’m still in my skirt and shirt from earlier. The jacket was thrown onto the back of the couch hours ago, leaving my shirt tucked and unruly at my waist.

      “Oh, I didn’t think we were still doing that.”

      “I was hoping we still were.” His eyes meet mine as he holds up a bottle of Dom Perignon. “And, I promised you this, win or lose.”

      “Come in. You look silly standing out in the hallway.” I roll my eyes then wave my hand to enter, his ocean scent wafting up into my nostrils when he breezes by me. He’s still wearing the dark suit pants and the clean white shirt he had on earlier, but the tie and jacket are now gone. “Trying to sway me with champagne?”

      He sets the bottle on the table beside my paperwork, then sweeps me into his arms. Gasping, I blink up at him in surprise. “More like, trying to seduce you.”

      “You don’t need champagne for that,” I whisper, his lips brushing against mine as I complete my sentence. His hand snakes through my hair to grasp onto the back of my head, and I arch my body into his, our mouths crushing together, our desire finally snapping as we fuse against each other.

      My hands slide around his neck as his fingers skim up the outside of my thighs, dragging my skirt with them, my legs wrapping around his waist as he lifts and carries me to the bed. Our kiss deepens, his tongue sweeping against mine, him growling in hunger as his body lays over me. He shoves my skirt higher and thrusts his hips into my center, his hard length sliding against the silk of my panties, the friction eliciting a moan from me.

      Hot, full lips deliver a fluttering trail of wet kisses over my chin, down my throat, and into the cleavage of my blouse as he begins to work the buttons. My fingers mimic his actions on the shirt he’s wearing, but before I can complete the task, he pulls abruptly away, yanking it over his head, exposing his bare chest to me. I gaze up at him, his eyes locked on mine as he jerks my shirt open. I gasp, my teeth catching my lip as my fingers graze down the downy plane of his chest and then glide lower over the sculpted ridges of his abdomen.

      “You’re too perfect,” I murmur, any legible words I was going to utter silenced when I feel the heat of his mouth around my nipple. My nails sink into the flesh of his back as his pelvis shoves against me, a silent O shaping my lips as I toss my head back. I feel the clip on my bra release, and lift myself off the bed slightly as Fin strips my torso bare.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he professes, caressing the hair back from my face, dropping kisses down my body until he reaches the waist of my skirt. He grasps the hem with both hands, then tugs it down my legs until I’m completely naked. His gaze is feral as he unbuttons his slacks, kicking them off as they hit the floor. His cock juts hard against his waist as he slides a condom on.

      I spread my legs as he crawls over me, his mouth crushing against mine as he lines himself against my center, both of us groaning as he enters me in one thrust. I don’t think either one of us could wait another second for this, and it feels so utterly perfect when he begins to move.

      “Oh my God, so good, Fin.” I rake my hands down his back until they’re gripping his ass, pressing him harder, faster, even deeper inside of me. He lifts himself onto his elbows, bracing himself over me, then surges forward, his cock plundering into me again and again. “Yes, yes, yes.” I cry, my eyes clenched as my head rocks back and forth, my orgasm already beginning to crest.

      “Look at me, Chloe.” Fin grunts above me, his hips continuing to pummel me, the walls of my core beginning to tighten. “Look at me when we come.”

      I blink my eyes open to find his staring down at me, so much darker than I’ve seen them before, his desire blazing. “You’re so fucking perfect.” His hips thrust into me after each word, the next deeper than before, the last one sending me toppling over the edge. His name leaves my parted lips in a strangled breath as stars burst beneath lids I can no longer keep open.

      “Fuck, yes!” His hips surge against mine once, twice, and then a final time as his release throbs against my clenching muscles, both of us panting as we cling to one another.

      He moves first, pulling me with him as he rolls onto his side, sliding out of me as he does, sending small aftershocks pulsating through my core. I squeeze my legs together, moaning at the tingling pleasure, already wanting more. His arm wraps me close, his heart thundering under my cheek as I drape across his chest. “Was that my signing bonus?” I giggle, high from the orgasm I just had.

      His chest rumbles under my cheek, the vibrations when he speaks ticklish against my ear. “That was the pre-signing bonus.” He moves at lightning speed, rolling me over to trap my body under his, that gorgeous dimple tempting me as he looms over me. “Give me a half-hour and you’ll get a bonus so amazing, you’re going to wonder how you even had a second thought about working for me.”

      I lift my head and capture his mouth in mine, nipping his lip playfully when I pull away. “I don’t work for you, remember?”

      He presses another kiss against my mouth then smiles again. “So, you’re going to take the job?”

      “I mean,” I laugh, slapping a hand over my face in resignation, “I don’t think I’m going to get a bonus like this anywhere else.”

      “You bet your ass you won’t.” He chuckles, rolling me over again, adjusting me so that I’m straddling him. My long hair hangs down between us as I lean down.

      My expression grows serious. “This could be hard.”

      He wiggles his hips under me. “Oh, believe me, it will be. Any second now.”

      I deliver a playful slap to his chest. “I mean working together. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “Only if we let it.” He sits up underneath me, aligning his chest with mine, a soft kiss falling against my lips before he continues. “As I said earlier, we really won’t see each other in the office unless we want to. We have completely separate responsiblities.”

      I rest my forehead against his. “Good. Because, I think I like you. And I think I’m going to want to keep doing this.”

      One side of his mouth quirks up in a smile before pressing against mine. “Good, because I know I like you, and I know I want to do this again.”

      “So, I guess everything is coming up roses for me then?” I question, wanting to believe everything could really be this simple.

      His fingers grip around my bum to push my center against his, my brows shooting up when I feel his hard length. “Well, something certainly is coming up.” He growls, rocking into me again, an inviting smirk on his lips. “If you still want to do this again.”

      I grin, capturing his mouth with mine, my silent acceptance to both the job and the sex, knowing in my heart that this is just the start of something amazing.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Coming Up Roses, and for purchasing the Jordyn’s Army anthology. Your donation to Jordyn and her family is appreciated more than any words I could express.

      

      If you enjoyed Coming Up Roses, you should check out my book Tempting Secrets. It’s a sexy, contemporary romance featuring Trey Riley, a recent med-school graduate, moonlighting as an escort to help pay off his school loans.  It seems like a really good idea, until he falls for one of his clients, Charlotte Harvey.  It’s a happily-ever-after and can be purchased on any platform here: books2read.com/u/49WPLY.

      

      I also have a very steamy contemporary romance available right now for FREE. It’s called The Winning Bid and features billionaire Drew Sapphire. He’s hired submissive Scarlett for a weekend to fulfill his every need. When the weekend ends, he wants more, but she’s got a secret that forces her to walk away.  Sound like something you’d like?  You can download it for FREE here: books2read.com/u/mey2KZ.

      

      Thank you once again. If you’d like to stay in touch with me and all things book related, please join my reader’s group, Michelle Windsor’s Box of Jewels: https://www.facebook.com/groups/michellewindsorsjewels/.
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          Scarlette

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes and stared at Austin’s face. He was still asleep, and his dark lashes fanned across his cheek. My beautiful man. Last night had been everything I’d wanted. Austin understood me on a level no one else did. There was a part of me I could only unleash when I was with him. He fulfilled the raw, sexual need within me. We’d been together just under two weeks, but our souls knew each other.

      I shifted, and his arms tightened around me. “Morning, sweetheart.”

      “Morning.” After all the activity from the night before, I was deliciously sore.

      Then I remembered that his mom was coming into town. I jutted out my lip. “It’s sad you’ll be over at your place tonight.”

      “Why the hell would I stay over there?” he said, his brow furrowed.

      Stating the obvious, I repeated what he’d said in case I’d missed something. “Your parents are coming into town.”

      “Sweetheart, I’m a grown man. I can stay with my girlfriend and not need a time out.”

      I wiggled underneath him as the hunger in his eyes grew. “Austin… I don’t want them to think badly of me.”

      “They won’t. I don’t want to stay apart, Scarlette.” Austin’s dick hardened against my thigh.

      His mother’s ringtone filtered through the room and his dick immediately softened. Austin didn’t move to answer it, but it kept ringing. “Get that. It might be important.”

      “Cockblocking her son now.” He cleared his throat as I giggled, and then he answered. “Hey, Mom. What? Already?” His eyes grew wide. “Yeah, give me like twenty minutes. Yes, she is. Yeah. Okay.”

      What’s going on?

      He hung up the phone. “They’re here.”

      I shot out of bed. “Like, here, here? As in ‘in the driveway’ here?”

      “Yeah.”

      There was no time to look at what he was doing. His parents were here. Like here. I’d be meeting them in minutes. In a whirlwind, I searched through my clothes and settled on a summer dress. Panic ensued. What if they don’t like me? His parents were here. And they were close. Like, really close as a family. I froze, feeling like the room was closing in on me. “Austin, I can’t meet them right now.”

      I turned toward the bathroom, looking for a place to hide, when his arms wound around me. “Scarlette, it will be fine.”

      The warmth from his arms soothed me some, but this was still too much. I’d planned to spend the day preparing to meet his parents. I needed more than a few minutes.

      “Relax. I promise it will be fine.”

      I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm. “I want to make a good impression.”

      Austin spun me around, and the intensity of his stare sent goosebumps along my skin. “They already like you because you’re important to me.”

      I huffed, blowing some hair out of my face. “If you say so.”

      Leaning down, he gave me a little kiss, and I focused on his touch as he murmured, “Just relax. If you want me to ask them to come back later, I can. Or we can go hang out at my place.”

      That would be worse. Then I would have to go over there and feel awkward walking into Austin’s place without knocking. I just needed a few minutes to gather myself. “No. Don’t do that. Let me brush my teeth. I’ll meet you in the living room in a bit. I just need to… give me a few minutes.”

      He gave me another kiss. “Deep breaths. They don’t bite. Take all the time you need.”

      I tried to smile, but my stomach felt queasy. When he closed the door, I sat on the bed for a few minutes to gather my thoughts. I can do this. It’ll be fine. Feeling more optimistic, I got myself off the bed and headed to the bathroom.

      Before I was mentally ready, I was presentable and the bed was made. The bedroom looked like we’d only played cards there the night before. I giggled, thinking about how untrue that statement was.

      At the bedroom door, I heard a booming laugh that was similar to Austin’s, yet different. Quietly, I opened the door to see two older people standing with their backs to me. Austin’s eyes lit up when they landed on me. At his change of expression, his parents turned around.

      “Mom, Dad, meet Scarlette Noelle. Scarlette, these are my parents, Rose and Gene.”

      Rose turned to me with a brilliant smile on her face, happy wrinkles framing her eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, Scarlette. I’m sorry for showing up earlier than expected. We made better time on the road than we anticipated. And I was excited to meet you. It wasn’t until we got here that I realized it might not be a good idea.”

      I held out my hand. “I’m glad to meet you. I’ve heard a lot of wonderful things from Austin.”

      “Well, I’m glad my son finally got his head out of his ass. He’s been pining over you for quite some time,” Rose replied.

      Oh, this gray-haired woman was feisty. I liked it. “I’m glad we ran into each other again.” I blushed and looked down. After we’d broken up a year ago, I never thought I would have him back in my life. It was time for a subject change.

      Gene must have sensed it, too, or he had impeccable timing. He extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Scarlette.”

      “You, too. Would you like some breakfast? I have eggs and sausage. Maybe some biscuits.”

      Austin came around and wrapped his arm around my waist. “Mom, Dad. Let me help Scarlette get breakfast together while you get settled in my place.”

      “Rose, honey, let’s get settled. I know I could use a shower.” Gene walked toward the door, but Rose didn’t take her eyes off us. “Rose! Come on. She’s not going to disappear. You’re going to freak her out if you don’t stop hovering.”

      That broke the ice, and I laughed as Rose slumped her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I know I’m being creepy. It’s just I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “Rose!”

      She threw her hands in the air. “Okay! Okay! I’m coming. Hold onto your drawers. But if she does disappear, I’m holding you responsible.”

      I loved the banter between his parents. It made me feel more at ease and less on display.

      The door closed, and I grinned. “Oh my, I think I just fell in love with your mom.”

      Austin gave me a kiss, and I could sense his relief as the stiffness in his shoulders eased ever so slightly. “She’s a mess but excited to meet you. Let’s cook breakfast. Knowing Mom, she’ll be away for about five minutes and not be able to stand it.”

      We had the biscuits in the oven and the eggs were ready for the skillet when the door opened about ten minutes later. “You need any help?”

      Austin and I glanced at each other with secret smiles. He hadn’t been far off from his predictions.

      “I think we’ve got it,” I said.

      Austin turned the sizzling sausage over in the pan. “Where’s Dad?”

      “Oh, he was taking too long. I think he’s still in the shower. Old fart’s doing it on purpose. He’s in there singing and carrying on while running up your water bill.”

      Sweet Gene. I could only imagine Rose hanging onto the bathroom door, trying to rush him to come back over. I added one last dash of pepper to the eggs. “What would you like to do today?” I asked Rose.

      Austin looked my way with a smile. It was important to him for me to get along with his family. And I wanted a family. I loved my parents and cherished every memory of when they were alive, but they were the only family I’d had and they were gone.

      Rose thought for a second. “I would love to look around town. Oh, and stop by a furniture store in town. I want to see about having a custom piece done and shipped home. Though Gene doesn’t really want to do the shopping part. So maybe we can just look around town.”

      The other skillet was warm, so I poured in the eggs, saying, “Why don’t we all go into town. Then you and I can go to the furniture store when we get back.”

      Rose responded, “I would love that. I’ll drive and treat you to lunch afterward.”

      “Sounds like a date.”

      Rose gave me a side hug. “I can’t wait.”

      Life was perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      It was getting late, and Mom and Scarlette hadn’t returned from furniture shopping.

      Life was fucking perfect. Dad handed me a beer on the back porch on Scarlette’s side. “I like her, son.”

      I tapped his bottle with mine. “Me, too.”

      “I think it’s probably a little more than like for you.”

      I took a pull from my beer, staring out into the yard. “Yeah, it is. But I’ve got to take my time with her. I don’t want to fuck it all up again.”

      “You’ll know when it’s right, son.”

      My phone vibrated with another text from Angie. Shit. That’s the second one this morning. Yesterday, she texted me four times and called twice. It was becoming more frequent—too frequent. I still hadn’t told Scarlette about her. Not intentionally, of course; it just never came up.

      Angie: Hey, I wanted to know if you had time to talk. I’m having a rough day.

      I blew out a breath, frustrated.

      Dad asked, “What is it, Austin?”

      “Angie. She’s having a hard time. We’re coming up on the anniversary of Kevin’s death, and for the last few days, she’s been calling and texting a lot.”

      “Your mom mentioned something about it. How often is she reaching out?” Dad took a seat in one of the chairs around the table.

      I followed suit and leaned back. “Before a few days ago, it was a few times a month. Lately, it’s been every day, usually at night. This is the second time today. I told her about Scarlette the first night she called, and she seemed happy for me.”

      “Doesn’t she have parents? A sister?”

      I leaned my head back, rubbing at my temples. “Yeah. I feel like an asshole. I want to do what I can for Kevin’s girl, but… I don’t know. Shit, it’s tough.”

      I felt guilty for having thoughts like this. Angie was a sweet girl, and her fiancé had been killed in combat. That affected people. I got it, but I hated the fact that the past clung to me through her. I wanted to move forward and be free.

      Dad took another drink. “You told Scarlette about her?”

      “No. Not yet. I keep meaning to. I know I need to.”

      “Word to the wise: No matter how innocent it is, don’t let it be a surprise to Scarlette. She walks by and sees Angie’s name pop up… Not good. You don’t want to plant that seed of doubt in her mind.”

      Shit. I hadn’t thought about that.

      “Good point. I’ll make sure to tell her as soon as you guys leave.” My parents were only in town for two days before they headed out.

      At that moment, my phone rang. It was Angie. That’s three. I glanced at my dad, “Let me take this. Just to make sure everything is okay.”

      Dad nodded as I pressed Accept. “Hey, Angie.”

      “Hey, sorry to bother you. I hope I’m not interrupting anything with Scarlette.”

      “No, she’s with my mom. They’re grabbing a bite to eat in town. What’s going on?”

      She sighed. “It’s just tough. I miss him. My parents and sister are tired of hearing about it. But you get it. I feel like you’re the only one I can talk to.”

      Well, shit. What am I supposed to say to that? I rolled my neck. “It’s tough. I get it. Have you thought about seeing anyone? It might help.”

      For a minute, all I heard was sniffles. “Yes, it’s just… I don’t know. Thanks for listening. I just needed a friendly voice.”

      “Take care of yourself, Angie.”

      “I will.”

      We hung up, and I took a deep breath. I turned to Dad, who shook his head.

      “Yeah, that’s a mess. Talk to Scarlette, and together, you’ll figure it out.”

      Having finished my beer, I grabbed another one. Dad must have sensed I was done talking about it and changed subjects. “What are your plans now? You plan to stay here in Arkansas?”

      “Not sure. I want to see where this goes with Scarlette. Then I suppose if things go the way I want, we’ll figure it out together. I like this area. It’s family oriented.”

      Something changed in my dad’s expression, and I knew he liked hearing the word family. Dad slapped me on the back. “I’m proud of you, son.”

      Those were words every son wanted to hear from his father, and I was no exception.

      My phone vibrated with a message from Mom.

      Mom: Angie… what does she look like?

      This felt a little like déjà vu. Why is Mom bringing up Angie? I’d mentioned something to her the other day over the phone about the frequency of her calls, but I didn’t think it had been that big a deal. Mom had amazing intuition.

      Luckily, when I met people, I immediately profiled them and filed that information away in my head. It was a habit from being a sniper.

      Me: 5’6. 120 pounds. Short black hair. Pale complexion. Green eyes. Why?

      Mom: I think she’s here talking with Scarlette but she said her name was Felicia. She looks like the girl in the picture of Kevin you showed me.

      What the fuck? We talked less than twenty minutes ago. She had been in Bentonville the entire time.

      Me: Where?

      Mom: At Tusk and Trotter off of main street.

      Me: On my way. Don’t let Scarlette out of your sight.

      Mom: On it.

      Mom had a sweet heart, but if you crossed the line with her family, she could be ruthless. I was already walking into the house as I read her last message.

      “Dad, we need to go. I’ll explain on the way. Hurry.”

      Without a question, Dad followed me, and I filled him in on the way to restaurant. What the hell is Angie doing here? The anger continued to build, but I needed to stay calm and level-headed. Pretend you’re in the field. Immediately, my pulse slowed and I regained some much-needed perspective.

      Stay calm. Get Scarlette out.

      I parked the car and rushed into the restaurant. Bypassing the maître d’ altogether, I rounded the corner into the dining room, scanning the tables. In the far right corner, motherfucking Angie stood, talking to my girl. She had her phone out like they were about to exchange numbers. My mom was animatedly talking.

      When Angie saw me, her eyes widened and she took a step back from Scarlette.

      “Angie, what are you doing here?” My voice was deceptively calm. Inside the anger boiled. This was a first. Normally when I was in the zone, nothing shook me.

      Angie gave me a nervous smile, and then something passed over her face. “Austin? What are you doing here?”

      Oh, that’s the game she wants to play? “I decided to meet my mom and girlfriend for lunch.”

      Her expression changed to one of fake realization. “Oh my gosh! Is this Scarlette? What a small world.”

      Small world, my fucking ass. Scarlett looked confused. Shit. I would explain it all later. I kept my voice terse. “Small world, indeed.”

      “I asked Scarlette about her shoes. We struck up a conversation and I found out she’s new to town. We were going to exchange numbers for coffee.” Each word was sweet—like honey dripping from a bear’s mouth. And they were all lies. One thing about my job, I had become an expert at reading body language, considering I watched people for hours as I waited for the kill shot.

      When I said nothing, she rambled on. “I’ve been thinking about moving to Bentonville.”

      Then we’ll be moving away.

      I continued my silence, and Scarlette tilted her head, looking at me curiously.

      Touching my shoulder as though she knew me intimately, Angie said, “Thanks for all the chats over the past week. Maybe lunch soon?”

      Bitch.

      “I know you’re having a hard time with the anniversary of Kevin’s death, but lunch wouldn’t be a good idea.” I threw some money on the table. “You guys ready?”

      Scarlette stood and grabbed her purse. “Yes.” With the mention of Kevin, I was sure the dots were connecting.

      “It was nice meeting you, Scarlette. Would you like to exchange numbers?” Angie put on what appeared to be a panicked look. Why does she want Scarlette’s number? Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good.

      My girl simply smiled. “It was nice meeting you. Good luck on your house hunt.” Though Scarlette might have seemed meek, she was a force to be reckoned with when she put her mind to it. It was a silent strength.

      We were walking out of the restaurant, and I looked at my parents. “Dad, can you ride with Mom? I need to talk to Scarlette.”

      “Sure, son, we’ll meet you back at the house.”

      They got in their car while I opened the passenger side of the truck for Scarlette. Once inside, I looked up to see Angie watching us from the window. I stared at her, trying to figure out what was going on. Her mask slipped, and I saw the jealousy she’d been hiding. No more phone calls or texts with her. There was no way that was coincidental, especially after I’d just given her my address.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      The truck roared to life, and I drove away from the restaurant, watching the rearview mirror in case she decided to follow. Scarlette remained silent. “So, I need to tell you something.”

      Scarlette watched me closely. “Was that Kevin’s fiancée?”

      “Yes. There’s nothing going on between us. She’s been calling and texting me a lot lately because she was having a rough time. I wanted to help since Kevin was my spotter. After the stunt today, no more.”

      Scarlette’s brow furrowed. “Does she want more than friendship?”

      “If you asked me yesterday—or hell, even an hour ago—I’d have said no. I have no idea what the hell that was about just now. She lives two to three hours away from here.”

      Scarlette reached over and squeezed my hand. “I trust you, Austin. I do. Did you feel uncomfortable talking to me about this? About Angie?”

      “No, it wasn’t that. It just never came up. Then I was consumed with being together when we finally were together. It wasn’t a big deal to me, so I forgot to mention it. She called me twenty minutes ago, saying she was having a rough time, and I mentioned you were out having lunch with Mom.”

      Scarlette gave an audible gasp. “Do you think she stalked your mother and me there?”

      “Yes.”

      The worry came back to her face, and I squeezed her hand. I would do whatever it took to protect Scarlette. I was on edge after misreading Angie from the start. That was my job. How was I so wrong? I kept my face calm though inside, the turmoil had set in. “I promise you’ll be fine. I’m going to look at making some modifications to our place, just to be safe.”

      “Are we in danger?”

      I hated seeing my girl distraught. “I’m going to call my ex-captain and talk to him about it. He’ll want to know since it involves Kevin. Together, we’ll get this sorted and get her the help she needs.”

      “Good. It’s definitely strange.”

      I would be digging in a little deeper into Angie’s past.
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      We stood in the driveway, waving as my parents pulled away. It had been good to have them here for the last two days. Yesterday, because of the shit with Angie, we pulled the cars into the garage. Dad helped me add a door in the garage that connected to our apartments. The landlord was okay with it as long as I fixed it before I left since we had been buddies in the military. Now, with the door in the middle, neither of us had to go outside to get into each other’s apartment. I knew it was a little over the top, but my training had ingrained in me to prepare for the worst but hope for the best.

      Scarlette hugged me. “I enjoyed them being here. And your mom was fantastic. I forgot how much I missed having a mother figure in my life.”

      My heart fucking broke for her. Scarlette had lost her mother recently to cancer. “Mom is crazy about you, too. I heard her talking to Dad about planning another trip here in a month or so.”

      “I would like that.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “I’m going to go clean up the breakfast dishes.”

      Mom had tried to help, but Scarlette had insisted on leaving it so we could visit more. I kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be right in. I just want to check a few things.”

      “Take your time,” Scarlette said before she walked inside.

      I stared at the door, hoping to hell Scarlette would be my wife someday. She was it for me. And if that came to be, I knew Mom and Dad would want to move closer to us.

      I walked around the yard, scoping everything out. There were no fresh tracks, no out-of-place broken branches. Charles, my ex-captain, wasn’t giving it much thought, but I knew that an unbalanced person could be pushed to extremism. From what I could find, Angie was a normal girl who’d had her heart broken. But “normal” people had been known to do bad things for less reasons.

      I was on edge. In the last two days, I could have sworn I saw Angie drive by our place at least three times. I added surveillance cameras in the middle of the night to help me monitor the situation after we found a dead animal on our front porch. Angie was inexperienced and could easily be subdued. But if she had a gun and had any skill whatsoever using it, any control I thought I had became an illusion. So, it had to be balanced with safety.

      Charles was wrong on this one. I was sure of it.

      I’d put together a “go” bag for myself and for Scarlette in case of a speedy departure. At this point, there wasn’t much the police could do since Angie hadn’t broken any laws.  So I considered my options. My goal was to help Angie, not hurt her.

      The anniversary of Kevin’s death might have sent Angie over the edge. I couldn’t be sure. There was constantly an underlying concern for safety, but we pushed forward with as much normalcy as possible. I would not let this jeopardize us. Against my better judgment, I kept Scarlette informed of everything—that was the way she wanted it.

      We needed a change of scenery. I knew Scarlette could feel the tension radiating through me. I walked into the house and saw her reading a book. Even now, staring at her, my dick hardened. I would never tire of her. But we needed to change things up. “Would you be up for a little adventure today?” I asked.

      Scarlette turned my way with a teasing smile. “Will there be kissing? Maybe more?”

      “I think I can arrange that.” I stared into her blue eyes, drowning in their beauty. I knew I was in love with her, but I had no idea how to tell her. Shit. I had never told a woman I loved her.

      She set her book aside and beckoned me closer. When I was an inch away, she pressed her lips to mine, murmuring, “It’s a yes from me if I can have as many as I want.”

      “Let’s go. The faster we get there, the faster I can make good on my promise.” I picked her up and headed for the truck.

      The sound of her laughter never got old. If she wasn’t laughing half a dozen times a day, I wasn’t doing my job as her boyfriend.

      After loading up, we drove to a place I knew was special to my girl. Scarlette hummed along with the radio as the truck bounced on the gravel road. The recent rain had made the road a little worse, so I had to drive slower than usual. I looked over at Scarlette, and she gave me a smile that lit up my life.

      I could die a happy man right now.

      When I put the truck in park, Scarlette peered around outside. “Why are we here?”

      “I remember you told me this was where you dad took your mom on her first date.”

      Scarlette’s eyes teared up as she looked through the windshield. “You remembered?”

      “I remember everything.”

      Scarlette got out of the truck and walked over to the crest of the hill that overlooked Beaver Lake. I followed closely behind, hoping her reaction was a good sign. When I caught up with her, I stood behind her, rested my hands on her hips, and looked out over the land. It was mesmerizing out here.

      A gentle breeze blew, and I thought of Scarlette’s parents. I will take care of her, Mr. and Mrs. Noelle. I swear it. I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to think those thoughts.

      I squeezed her hips as I thought about wanting her parents’ blessing. And then I realized if there was any place to tell her, this would be it.

      Scarlette exhaled and turned in my arms. Tears glistened in her eyes. “Oh, Austin. Thank you. This means so much.” She kissed me hard, and I melted at her touch. “I love you.” Scarlette paled and covered her mouth as she took a step back. “I’m so sorry. That slipped. Oh my… I…”

      Wait. Did she just say it?

      Scarlette attempted to take another step back, but I held her firm, willing her to say it again. She ducked her head and averted her eyes.

      No. No. No. We are not missing our shot. Gently, I put my finger underneath her chin to raise her eyes to meet mine. “Sweetheart, did you mean it?”

      “I… uh…”

      I wanted it out there. There were so many times over the last couple of days I’d wanted to say it. Needed to say it. “Scarlette… did you mean what you said?”

      She bit her lip before staring into my eyes. “Yes, I meant it.”

      Fuck yes. I pulled her face to mine and kissed those luscious lips. Her kisses were an addiction. “I love you, too. You’re it for me.”

      “Oh, Austin.”

      Something inside me shifted as she said my name. I knew I would do anything in my power to keep her safe. The time apart had only intensified my feelings for her, made me cherish her more. From the moment I met her, my heart was hers. She was my future. In time, I would make her my wife.
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      A week later, Austin had a few drawers in my dresser, and some of his toiletries had made it into my bathroom. And I had some in his, as well. We rotated places depending on if there was a football game on. My place was currently without a television. We were kind of living together but not openly admitting it. Things were going well. So well, actually, that I was afraid something was going to go wrong.

      Something always went wrong for me.

      But right now, life was good. I’d received a bonus at work for a job well done after turning around some impossible deadlines for the authors I edited for.

      From the military and smart investments, Austin was well off. Very well off from what I could tell. Not that I was interested in his money, of course, but it was comforting to know the things he did for me didn’t hurt his wallet.

      I sat in the kitchen, having a relaxing breakfast and enjoying a quiet moment. I wasn’t going to let the unknown weigh on me. Instead, I thought about the positive things. Rose and I texted every day in the week since she’d left, and I loved our blossoming relationship. Family was important to both Austin and me.

      Angie’s actions were still a concern. Austin had installed cameras, parked our vehicles in the garage, and added a door so I wouldn’t have to go outside if we weren’t together. Thinking about the craziness of the situation put me on edge. This woman had stalked me and tried to get my number under false pretenses. I had no idea why she’d want my number.

      As far as the police were concerned, there was nothing that could be done. She hadn’t made any threats, and her actions hadn’t warranted a restraining order.

      Honestly, I never really went anywhere unless I was with Austin. I’d been a homebody for so long I wasn’t used to really going out. I was fine just being together.

      Austin came out of the bedroom, shirtless with his jeans unbuttoned. I smiled into my toast, remembering him taking me from behind in the shower. Today we were going into San Antonio to do some shopping for his apartment. He wanted to look at a bigger TV. I knew his game. His current monstrous television would make it into my place. It had been years since I’d had one.

      His brow was furrowed as he looked at his phone. Something had caught his attention, and he studied it more closely. I knew something was wrong by the change in his breathing. It was slight, but I learned when Austin was agitated, he breathed deeper, slower. When he wanted to, Austin had the amazing ability to remain unnaturally calm. I guess that came from being a sniper.

      Casually, Austin walked over to the front window. “I need you to get your shoes on. We need to leave.”

      I froze. Yes, he had prepared me for this, but I hadn’t it expect it to really come to pass. I stared at him like an idiot, wondering if I’d misheard him.

      “Scarlette, sweetheart, I need you to listen to me.” Austin was calm—too calm. This wasn’t a drill. It was the real thing.

      I dropped my toast. “What?” My voice was a hoarse whisper.

      “Get your shoes. We need to leave.”

      On autopilot, I grabbed my tennis shoes. He must have seen something in the surveillance video on his phone. Every morning he reviewed the tapes from the night before. “What did you see?”

      “I’ll explain on our way. Just trust me. I need you to stand by the garage door while I get something off your front porch.”

      Of course, I trusted him. Completely. Austin grabbed a broom from the kitchen, stuck it outside, and swept it in toward the house. What is he getting? For him not to open the door, it had to be dangerous.

      Fear settled deep in my chest. “Be careful.” If something happened, I would be lost without him.

      After locking the door, he grabbed a pair of tongs and put what looked like a bullet in a Ziploc bag. A large bullet. My mouth went dry. “Is that—"

      “Yes. We need to get out of here.” I followed him out to the garage and to his truck. He locked the doors as soon as we were inside. “Duck down. Stay low so no one can see you.”

      “Austin, I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t.” The confidence in his voice, which I knew came from years of training, helped calm me.

      There was a roar as the engine came to life, and my nerves shot up again. I hugged my knees tightly as the truck swerved to the right. Austin was intense as he stared out the windshield. We made another sharp turn. My heart thundered in my chest, and my back pressed against the door. The noise from the engine filled my ears as I tried to process it all. I was terrified.

      This is dangerous.

      Someone is after us.

      Without glancing at his phone, he hit two buttons and held it to his ear. “Charles. There’s an issue. I found a .308 round on Scarlette’s doorstep. The perp wore a mask and gloves. No discernable clothing. That was my plan. Yes, the height and weight could match Angie. The walk was feminine. I can’t take a chance if it is something else.”

      Charles must have been talking because Austin grew silent. He glanced back in the rearview mirror. “I have a visual. It’s Angie. She’s hanging back, but I’ve made the truck three times since we left. Yeah, that’s my next step.”

      Austin was silent again as he listened, his face a mask. His body moved as he drove, but he was in soldier mode.

      Angie’s following us? In her truck? That was her? It seemed a little drastic to leave a bullet on the doorstep.

      Austin narrowed his eyes. “I agree.”

      He ended the call and scanned his surroundings. “Just a few more minutes and you can sit up. I need to make sure.”

      “What’s going on?”

      His eyes shifted again to the rearview mirror after we made another turn. “Angie is following us. I assume she was the one who put the round on your doorstep. I’m going to call the cops now.”

      I gasped. “Why would she do that?”

      “Probably to get me on the move. She’s reckless and impatient.”

      To go to these extremes, there had to be something else driving this.

      “If she wanted you to move, should we have stayed?” This was all happening so fast. I was not soldier material. I needed more than thirty seconds to process everything.

      We turned again. It was like we were zigzagging around. “No. I need to call the cops now. Give me a second.”

      Austin hit a few buttons on his phone. “Yes, this is Austin Thomas. I’m being pursued by Angie Turnstead. We’re headed north on Old Wire Road. There’s an open field. Yes, that’s the one. Our ETA is five minutes. She’s presumed armed and dangerous—I found a .308 shell on my doorstep this morning.” Austin grew silent and listened. “Of course. I want your team to know I’m ex-military and have my concealed weapons. Yes, sir. I understand. My girlfriend, Scarlette Noelle, is in the car with me.””

      He hung the up the phone. “What did they say?”

      “The police are en route. We’ll most likely get there before they do. Everything will be okay.”

      I hoped so.

      We would be alone with Angie. And she was most likely armed. The thought sent a chill through me. “Can I get up in the seat now?” Being on the floorboard left me feeling trapped.

      Austin glanced in his rearview mirror. “Buckle up, but stay down.”

      Scrambling, I climbed into the seat and buckled my seatbelt. We turned onto a dirt road. “How far away are we?”

      “Just a couple of minutes. Oh, fuck.”

      He gunned his truck, and I braced myself by holding the bar above the door. “Angie is closing in. I’m going to try to keep her just out of reach until we get to the open field up ahead. I need to immobilize her until the cops arrive.”

      “Immobilize?” I was not a fan of that word. At all.

      “Get her secured.” Austin glanced my way. “And alive. I don’t want her hurt. She’s sick, not a terrorist.”

      Phew. Austin gunned the truck again, and I gritted my teeth. I glanced in the sideview mirror. A black truck followed too closely behind. Austin expertly kept her just out of reach. She became more impatient and dangerously swerved the truck across the road.

      My knuckles ached from holding on, but ahead of us, I saw the open field.

      “Hold on tight.”

      Austin slammed on the brakes and swerved. The black truck veered around us, and Austin gunned it again. We were in the green field and became the pursuer. I was nearly hyperventilating as we got closer to the rear of the truck.

      Austin hit the gas and tapped the back-right corner of the other truck. It became less stable. On the next bump, the truck lost control and began to spin. Is it going to flip? My eyes were glued to it. Finally, it stopped, but the constant screaming didn’t.

      Austin touched my hand. “It’s okay, Scarlette. It’s almost over.”

      I realized the screams were coming from me, and I struggled to pull myself together.

      “Stay in the truck.”

      All I could do was nod numbly.

      Angie stumbled out of the vehicle, holding a gun.

      A gun. The next scream died in my throat. But when she made eye contact with me, I saw the malice. She wanted me dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      Fuck. I grabbed my pistol from the door of the truck and glanced back at Scarlette. “Stay in the truck.”

      She nodded again. Shit. What a mess. First, I needed to neutralize the threat. The police were still farther away than I would have liked. There were no discernable sirens in the distance. Angie stumbled out of the truck, holding a gun in front of her. Her eyes fell on Scarlette and rage contorted her expression.

      Get the focus off Scarlette.

      The safety was off, and my gun was ready, if need be. “Angie, let’s think about this. You don’t want to do anything you’ll regret. There’s no reason for anyone to get hurt. Especially you.”

      Hopefully my show of concern would break her focus. She blinked once, twice, three times before shifting her gaze.

      Now, get her to drop the gun.

      I began to speak, but she beat me to it. “Why? Why do you want to keep us apart? What we have is real!” Angie screamed as tears ran down her face.

      “I don’t want to keep you away. I want to help. Kevin loved you, Angie.” Hopefully, using her name helped. “We can talk this out. You and me.”

      Finally, the screams of sirens pierced the air.

      Her eyes widened. “You called the cops!”

      “I’m sure someone reported our chase. Drop the gun, Angie. Kevin wouldn’t want this.”

      She sniffled and wiped the tears away with the side of the hand holding the gun. “No, no! Kevin didn’t love me. He wanted to break it off. I told him I was pregnant to keep him. I even got myself knocked up by someone else. But he died!”

      That must have been what they’d argued about the night I’d overheard them. A surprise baby would have cluttered his mind. Now I understood why Kevin was more reckless that day. The rage boiled inside me. His death had been unnecessary. Things could have been handled differently. The world lost a hero because of this pyscho bitch.

      Angie stared at Scarlette again, and her cold detachment scared me.  Maybe the baby was a way to get her to see reason. She hadn’t mentioned it, but it was something to try.

      “So, you have a baby? I’ve always wanted children.” It was cruel to play into this, but I wanted everyone to leave here today unharmed.

      She gave a wicked laugh. “No, I got rid of it. With Kevin gone, no one would take me with a kid in tow. You don’t want kids with me. I can tell. You want them with her.”

      Shit. She wasn’t buying it. What a sick bitch. Her movements were becoming more erratic.

      “Kevin loved you. I know he did.”

      “No, he wanted to end things. And I thought it was over for me until you showed up.” She shook her head and cried out, “We’re supposed to be together! She tricked you, Austin. Can’t you see it? Things were going good between us until this whore came into the picture.”

      We’d talked and texted maybe once every few weeks. That was it. I’d only seen her once. Once. I held my free hand up. “Angie, let’s talk about this calmly. Drop your gun before the police get here. We can sort this out between us. Figure it out.”

      Before anything could be done, she held the gun to her head.

      Bang.

      Angie dropped to the ground.

      Scarlette screamed.

      The police pulled up and surrounded us with their guns drawn. One ran to Angie while another approached me. A third reached Scarlette as I put my gun down and my hands above my head. “You’ll find my gun on the ground and another in the console of my truck.”

      “She’s dead, sir,” one of the officers said.

      Scarlette sat in the truck as the officer spoke to her. I could just make out her unsteady voice as she recounted the events.

      I looked over my shoulder. “May I go to my girlfriend?”

      “After you tell us what happened.”

      Irritation bloomed inside me, but I knew it wouldn’t any good. So I recounted the events as the officers took notes. My phone call to the police reporting this incident was on record. I also had my video surveillance. Right now, I had to get through this red tape. Scarlette looked lost, and it made me more anxious.

      “Can I see Scarlette?”

      The prick stared at me for a second, knowing he had the power in this situation. “Yes, Mr. Thomas, you can go to Ms. Noelle now.”

      Without a response, I walked over to Scarlette and took her into my arms. She began to sob.

      “Shh… I’ve got you.”

      She grabbed on to me tighter. “Is sh-she dead?” I nodded, and she let out another sob. “She killed herself.”

      “I know, sweetheart. It’s not how I wanted things to end.”

      Fuck.

      Scarlette’s small frame shook. One of the police officers approached us. “We’ll need you to come to the precinct and sign official statements now. Officer Faust will escort you. And, of course, you’ll need to stay in the area.”

      “Of course,” I responded.

      I held Scarlette closer to me and whispered into her ear, “We need to go to the station first. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Her broken voice nearly tore me to shreds.

      “I’ll follow you to the station.”

      The prick only nodded. Asshole. I knew the type—large ego, wanted to make his mark. I couldn’t stand them when I was in the Marines, and I loathed them even more now.

      I walked away, trying to keep my senses about me. I doubted anything would happen, but I didn’t know these guys. Trust was earned, not assumed. I placed Scarlette in the passenger seat and buckled her in.

      I put the truck in gear and drove out of there. Scarlette looked out the window as tears streamed down her face. A police car followed us.

      She glanced my way, and I saw the devastation. Shit. I was calloused to death after having taken so many lives myself. She wasn’t. Double shit.

      Scarlette sat silently beside me with her shoulders drawn in. On the drive, I kept trying to talk to Scarlette, but she only nodded or gave one-word answers. I had to make this right.

      Please don’t give up on us. Please.
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      Austin was holding me, and the warmth of his chest was comforting. There was something terrible hovering outside my consciousness, beckoning to be remembered, but I pushed it away, craving the comfort of the man I loved instead.

      “Sweetheart, wake up.”

      No, no, no. I want to stay asleep.

      The touch of his lips pulled me back into consciousness. I opened my eyes to see Austin looking at me with concern.

      And then it all came back.

      The chase.

      Angie.

      The gun.

      Her death.

      Austin brought us into a hotel room. “Where are we?”

      “Somewhere safe away from it all.”

      I remained silent.

      He pleaded, “Scarlette, talk to me.”

      I chewed on my lip and stared into Austin’s eyes. The images of Angie holding the gun to her head played on a loop in my brain. “I saw Angie kill herself today.”

      He held me tighter, and I let his warmth and smell wrap around me. “Yes, you did. She was sick.”

      My throat tightened. “My mom struggled to hold on to her life. She fought for every second she could stay with me. Angie ended her life without a thought. The whole thing is very hard for me to grasp. I feel a little lost.”

      “Me, too.” I must have looked confused because Austin gave me a sad smile. “I’ve had to remain numb for a long time. And with you, I don’t. Today, I had to switch back to deal with Angie, and I didn’t like the person I was. I like who I am with you. And I don’t want to lose you.”

      I was shocked at his confession. Tentatively, I touched his cheek, wondering if this was what his life had been like in the Marines. My brave, strong man, who’d had to keep all emotions cut off to survive. I truly understood why he hadn’t been in the right mindset to start a relationship when we first met. “You haven’t lost me.”

      He exhaled heavily, obviously relieved. “Thank goodness.”

      Leaning down, he touched his lips to mine. “I want to get lost in you, sweetheart.”
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      A month after the incident with Angie, Scarlette and I were stronger for having weathered the storm. As it turned out, Angie had a history of this sort of behavior. She’d gotten fixated on her teacher at sixteen and nearly killed him. Her family had paid a lot of money to have those records sealed.

      Charles had called me to apologize for not taking the situation seriously. He’d thought I was blowing things out of proportion. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone left the service and kept finding the worst in innocent situations, created chaos to mimic the rush of being in the field.

      Each day, I scanned the local papers, but there wasn’t much there. I imagined Angie’s parents paid a hefty amount to keep it quiet. They came from oil money and wanted to protect their name. At least it seemed that part of our lives was done. And now it was time to start the next chapter.

      My parents were ecstatic about how things were progressing with Scarlette. Mom pestered me constantly, wanting to know when I was going to ask her to marry me.

      It was rare for me to be nervous, but I was currently shaking like a fucking leaf. Scarlette sat beside me in the truck, holding my hand and wearing a blindfold.

      “Where are we going?”

      We’d been in the truck for about thirty minutes, and the wait was apparently killing her. “You’ll see.”

      She giggled. “No, I won’t. I’m blindfolded.”

      I kissed the back of her hand. “Once we get there, you will.”

      As I made the last turn, Scarlette’s phone rang. “Who’s calling me?”

      I glanced at the screen and sent Mom to voicemail. “It’s my mom. You can call her later.”

      “She was going to have me go by their house to make sure the fridge got delivered.”

      “We’ll do that afterward.” Scarlette and Mom were tight. Two weeks earlier, my parents decided to move to Bentonville to be closer to us. For now, they were renting, but planned to buy soon. They knew this girl was the one I planned to spend the rest of my life with. They just weren’t sure when I would ask. I hadn’t told them because I was afraid Mom might spill the beans.

      I parked the truck, taking a deep breath and hoping I wasn’t making a mistake. After getting out I helped Scarlette down and led her to the place I’d imagined when I told her. This was it. I took off the blindfold and let Scarlette adjust to the light.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Our place.”

      Scarlette looked at me inquisitively. “Our place?”

      “Yes, our place. Well, I hope to call it ours. I bought it, hoping you’d spend the rest of your life with me here.”

      Before she had a chance to process what was happening, I got down on one knee and opened a fancy black velvet box with a huge ass diamond ring nestled inside. Mom had said if I loved her, it better be big. Well, it was huge. Scarlette gasped, tears forming in her eyes. “Austin…”

      “Scarlette Noelle, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      “Yes! Yes! Oh yes!” She threw her arms around me, sobbing.

      I held her tightly. Nothing would ever compare to having her in my arms. My life was complete. Forever and always. I kissed her, dipping her back, and she giggled.

      She sighed. “This place is beautiful. Is this where we’ll build the house?”

      “If you’d like.”

      Leaning back against my chest, she said, “I think it’s the perfect place.” Her eyes grew watery. “I can finally check off Mom’s final wish for me: to find happiness.” She gave me the most beautiful smile that nearly dropped me to my knees.

      “Yes, you can.”
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          Scarlette

        

      

    

    
      Two months later

      “Scarlette, are you ready?”

      Austin called to me from the other room, but I kept staring at the stick in my hand. We’d been married for a month and decided to stop using birth control the night of our honeymoon. We’d decided to let fate take its course. And it had taken its course at a rapid pace.

      “We’re going to be late.”

      I knew I should answer him, but I couldn’t. I felt like I was having one of those out-of-body experiences. Am I dreaming? Yes, I wanted this. But I never imagined it would be this easy. I could picture a little boy who looked just like Austin running around the house. Or a little girl with blond pigtails.

      “I’ll be in the car. Hurry up, sweetheart.”

      That snapped me out of my reverie. What do I do? Take the pee stick out to the car? Hey honey, look—two lines. Finally, I decided I would tell him when we got back. Maybe I should stash the stick somewhere? In a panic, I put it in the drawer.

      We were headed to dinner with Austin’s parents. The reason had been vague. And when I asked Rose about it, she’d hung up fast and abruptly. It was odd, but I hadn’t given it much thought. They’d officially moved to Bentonville; I imagined we’d be invited to dinner with them often. I grabbed my purse and headed out to my new car. Austin had been insistent I have something safe. The leather seats were amazing. I loved the Audi Austin and I bought together.

      I’m pregnant.

      The thought stopped me. Tonight, I wouldn’t be able to drink any wine. Isn’t there something about fish and mercury? I worried his mom would figure it out before I had a chance to tell Austin. Maybe I could take a pretend sip and fake a headache. Ahh, I was terrible at faking it.

      My ever-so-handsome husband sat behind the steering wheel, motioning for me to hurry up. When I got in the car, he asked, “You okay?”

      “Umm… of course. Why would you ask that?” So smooth. I needed Special Forces training. In these types of situations, I was anything but calm.

      Austin raised his eyebrow at me. So I changed the subject. “They’re making good progress on the house. We should be in by Christmas.”

      And before the baby arrives. Baby. I was going to be a mother. And Austin, a father. I knew he wanted kids… but this fast? The more I thought about it, the more excited I got. Should I blurt it out?

      “You sure you’re okay? You’re acting strange.”

      We pulled up to the restaurant. “Me? Oh, I’m great. Just dandy. Let’s eat. I’m starved. You hungry? Good!”

      Before he could say anything else, I got out of the car. Austin was hot on my heels as I rushed into the restaurant. “I know you’re not telling me something.”

      I gave him a cheesy grin with a shrug. “Let’s have dinner with your parents. I’m starving.”

      The smell of freshly baked bread filled the air as Austin let the hostess know we were there and we made our way to the private dining room. His parents hadn’t arrived yet. Austin put his hand on my hip and brought me closer to him as we followed. “You have a terrible calm face.”

      “I do not. I have a perfect calm face. My calm face is as good as yours.”

      “Oh no, it’s not. You know I can keep a secret. You can’t. What are you hiding?”

      I widened my eyes, hoping to appear shocked. Instead I probably looked like a buffoon. “I totally do. You have no idea what I’m hiding.”

      He snapped his fingers. “I knew it.”

      Oh shit. “Maybe I’m lying.”

      The hostess showed us in and shut the door. “Scarlette.”

      I took a second to look around the room, hoping I would come up with an idea. Instead, the room took me by surprise. There were candles and flowers all over the place. “This is beautiful.”

      “Happy one-month anniversary, sweetheart.”

      I glanced at the table, noting it was set for two. I brought my hand to my mouth, overwhelmed and filled with joy. “I love you.”

      “You are my world.”

      I shifted my focus back to Austin and searched his eyes. This was the perfect time. “I’m pregnant.”

      Sheer excitement filled his face. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. I just took the test. I wanted to wait until after we had dinner with your parents.”

      He took my shoulders. “You’re pregnant? Really pregnant?”

      “The two lines confirmed I am.”

      Austin picked me up and spun me around. “I’m going to be a dad.” Then he set me down and smiled. “You do have a terrible calm face.”

      I giggled. “Absolutely horrible.”

      From his pocket, he opened a black velvet box. Inside was a pair of diamond earrings. “Happy anniversary, Scarlette.”

      Kissing him, I smiled against his lips. “Happy anniversary, Austin.”
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          Austin

        

      

    

    
      I walked through the front door and stopped. Every time I came home, I did the same thing. Listened. To the sound of having a family. In the living room, our baby cooed as Scarlette talked to her. Ivie Rose was six months old today. She was named after our moms. Her first name was Scarlette’s mom’s.

      When we told my mom, I thought she would never stop crying. My parents loved being grandparents and stopped by regularly. Scarlette loved them like her own. After all those times spent in trenches in the Special Forces, I’d never imagined life could be this good.

      I put my keys in the holder and took a step around the corner and watched my wife on the floor with our daughter. Toys littered the living room.

      This was what I’d always wanted.

      As if she could sense me, Scarlette looked up at me and gave me a smile I would cherish for the rest of my days. She had saved me. Every morning I woke up, I tried to put as many of those on her face as I could, and I would remain forever faithful. “Ivie, daddy’s home.”

      “Hey, sweetheart.” I leaned down to kiss her. Ivie squealed as I picked her up. “Hey, princess. How were you today?”

      Ivie gave me spit kisses, and I squeezed her tight.

      “Our little girl was showing me how fast she can kick her legs. And we picked tomatoes from the garden today. Your mom stopped by, and we did some finger painting. Well, it was more of a paint smearing. The picture Ivie made you is on the counter.”

      Scarlette got up and followed me into the kitchen. A big sheet of paper with a rainbow of colorful smudges was drying on the counter. I kissed my daughter again. “It’s beautiful, princess. I’ll hang it up at work.”

      Pure fucking bliss. Scarlette yawned. “Sorry. I’ll get dinner going. I meant to have it done, but time got away from me. Ivie was a little fussy.”

      Ivie wasn’t the best sleeper. And Scarlette was up a lot at night nursing with Ivie because she was teething. “I brought dinner. It’s in the truck. Let me feed Ivie while you take a bath.”

      “Austin, you worked all day. I can do dinner.”

      I gave her a quick kiss. “Taking care of our child is more than a full-time job. Go take a bath. Relax. I’ll bring you some dinner after I feed the baby.”

      Her blue eyes shone with love and morphed into what I knew would end up as a lucky night for me. Hell yeah, I’d take it.

      About a year ago, I’d started a security company. It took off. I hired a few guys who’d retired from the Special Forces to help me out, and I was able to provide a comfortable home for my family.

      Ivie squealed as I kissed her cheeks. Her smile lit up the sky. “How’s Daddy’s princess doing today? Did you take your nap?”

      “No, she didn’t. She’s like her daddy. Requires no sleep.” Scarlette touched our baby’s cheek. “But she’s Momma’s little angel. Yes, she is.” She gave the baby, and then me, a kiss before heading upstairs. Before she disappeared from view, Scarlette turned and winked at me.

      That ass. Yeah, I’m getting lucky tonight.

      Ivie let out a little yell, which meant she was hungry. “Let’s get you fed and to bed. Daddy’s got a date with your mommy.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, after I put Ivie to sleep, I joined Scarlette on our balcony as she watched the sun dip below the horizon. “Is she asleep?”

      “For now.” I prowled toward her, enjoying the heat I saw in her eyes. Wrapping my arms around her, I brought her close to me, her body molding perfectly to mine.

      She smiled up at me. “I love the life we’ve built.”

      I ran my nose against hers and savored her vanilla scent. “Me, too. Every time I walk through that door, I know I’m the happiest man on earth.”

      I felt her fingers flex on my hips. She was nervous about something.

      “What is it, sweetheart? You still have a terrible calm face.”

      She giggled but then got serious. “I want another baby.”

      My mouth descended on hers. When I finished, she was nearly breathless. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Her soft lips grazed mine. “I can’t imagine life without you.”

      As I picked her up to carry her to bed, I knew I would never let her go.
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            To The Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      To Jordyn’s Army peeps, I’d like to make it clear to you all that my name is MJ FIELDS, please don’t mistake that for any others, lol.

      Like you, I was shocked when I heard what had happened to the Preston family, in possibly it’s most trying time. Like you, my heart bled for them. Unlike you, I received dozens of messages, that I had to be returned in order to clear up… some things.

      *whispers MJ Fields*

      When I received an invitation to be part of this anthology, and with this group of authors, I was honored.

      As a mother I have cried for them, prayed for them, and will continue to do so.

      Fight, baby girl, and win!
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        * * *

      

      The Legacy Series is an angst and heat lovers’ dream. Our hero and heroine in this story were introduced in the very first series, I ever wrote, The Love Series, and have made appearances in The Legacy Series, which now spans two generations. This particular series readers, have been very vocal about wanting Ben and Kendall’s story. Putting it in the anthology seemed the best way to support this anthology.

      This is a short story for an amazing cause.

      It has a beginning, a middle, and an HEA.

      Being me, a serial series writer, and one who gives my readers what they want, the story is being further fleshed out in to a full-length novel releasing on October 6th, 2019.

      FORVER STEEL,

      MJ Fields
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          Kendall

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Still Haven’t Found What I’m looking For

      

      

      What do Sinead O’Conner, The Cranberries, Van Morrison, and one of the biggest rock and roll bands of all time—U2—have in common, aside from me being a super fangirl?

      Talent and style?

      Yes … but also no.

      The answer is: some of my all-time favorite bands, singers, and songwriters hail from the city that I’ll be spending three more glorious days and nights submersed in.

      Dublin.

      Even though our group tour is planned around exploring the history, architecture, and castles in Ireland and Dublin is just one stop, this small-ish city is rich in musical history.

      Did I know this before I booked my trip with the same July travel partners I’ve had since I graduated high school three years ago?

      No.

      But I researched it, and even though this travel group is not at all interested in rock and roll, I am.

      Today, when we finished our tour of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, a street band was playing in a local park that we happened to be walking through. We all stopped to listen for a beat. I dropped a couple Irish pounds, or punt Éireannach, in the open guitar case beside them.

      One of the folks near them handed me two tickets to a freaking U2 concert at Whelans! I of course googled and found out it was in fact a place where live music is played.

      And now, as I stand and look in the mirror, I’m kind of freaking out and minutes from deciding that I will just pop my headphones on and listen to U2 in the comfort of my cozy room at the Skylon Hotel tonight.

      Flopping back on my bed, I hit my iPod and scroll without looking, hoping to find my answer via lyrical guidance or assistance.

      Weird?

      Yes.

      I mean, how many people use their iPod like a pre-teen would a magic 8-ball?

      Probably just me, but it hasn’t steered me wrong yet.

      As Dad would say, “If it’s not broke, no sense in fixing it.”

      Proof the random scroll is accurate?

      When I broke things off with Jòse, my first real boyfriend, because he wanted a long-distance relationship and I knew … from secondhand heartbreak … that it would never work, Fleetwood Mac told me via random scroll to “Go Your Own Way”, so I did.

      Two weeks later, I decided Fleetwood Mac and the random scroll could suck it. I missed having a boyfriend. I was sure I missed us. I would tell him that he had been right when he said, even if he was traveling around the United States playing football, we could make it work. But when I called him, he was true to his character. José told me that he had slept with someone. He then told me it was just a one-night stand and that she had bailed in the middle of the night. That was when I realized how right Fleetwood Mac and the “random scroll” were. And true to my demons, caused not by my love life but those created by my older sister’s, Tessa, heartbreaks, as well as my parents, I bowed out.

      No thank you. Not for me. No way.

      Love isn’t for the faint of heart and, well … I’m trying to overcome my aversion to my heart fainting like a myotonic goat whenever I feel like maybe “he could be the one,” that I should allow myself to feel heartbreak firsthand … again. So, I go to the source of all my best decisions—the random scroll—and I bow out gracefully.

      Again? you ask.

      It wasn’t José who caused my first heartache; it was the boy who picked a thorn from my finger when I was far too young to remember. But for some sadistic reason, that moment has been allowed to stay etched in my memory ever since.

      “Don’t be afraid of picking roses; just be careful.” Then he kissed my finger, and I kissed his cheek.

      My tiny little, pre-k heart had been sent into the biggest tizzy it had ever experienced and has never been the same.

      “Ben Sawyer,” I sigh his name while looking at the ceiling. He was the one boy in a herd of many who hung out on the family farm from time to time. And he … well he made my little girl self — weak in the knees.

      Until he and my sister dated briefly, and then that one-dimensional romantic bubble burst.

      I stop scrolling and hit play.

      When the sound of the keys begin then the tambourine, guitar, and drums all work together to create the epic interlude of the song by my favorite rock band, U2, that was featured in my all-time favorite movie, Runaway Bride, I smile to myself as I accept the fate of the random scroll.

      “I have climbed the highest mountains, I have run through the fields, only to be with you, only to be with you.”

      As faint a heart as I carry inside the walls of my chest, as many hearts I have seen break before my very eyes, and not only seen but felt, I still believe in love. I know that somewhere in this great, big world that I have traveled over the past four years that one day I will, in fact, find “what I’m looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      At ten o’clock at night … alone in a strange city, I make possibly the bravest move in all my traveling journeys, maybe even my entire life, as I step outside the Skylon.

      Pathetic, I know, but it is what it is.

      And what it is, is being a normal, twenty-two-year-old college student in a foreign land, wanting to act the part for once.

      My traveling companions for the last four summers, Jay, his wife Debbie, and Minister Maureen, wouldn’t be interested in going, and there was a great possibility that they would tell my parents. So, here I stand, free tickets in hand.

      “Look at the state ‘o you,” I hear from behind me and turn to see our guide, a local woman about my age, Dana. “You looks to suffer from a double dose of original sin.”

      “Oh. Is it bad?” I look down at my outfit. A baby blue, jersey, cotton tank dress that’s not overly revealing, especially since I have a denim jacket on, paired with white high-top Chucks, but it’s certainly much different than what she saw me wearing today.

      “ ’Tis only a stepmother would blame you.”

      I have no idea if that’s good or bad, but stepmothers are often referred to as a protagonist, so I’m guessing it’s okay.

      “Ye on the tod?”

      “Your accent, coupled with words that just don’t seem right together, have me a wee bit confused.”

      She laughs as she says, “You going it alone?”

      “It?”

      “Out alone?”

      I nod. “Just for a little while.”

      “Unguided?”

      I again nod.

      “Ye looks to be twice cursed by Adam’s slipup.”

      What in the hell? I ask myself.

      “I’m worried about ’cha, lass.”

      I hold up my U2 tickets. “I’m just going to a concert. Taking a cab from here to there.”

      “Two tickets, I see.”

      “Would you like to come?”

      Her eyes light up. “Aye. Two people shorten the road. Where we headed?”

      “Whelans.” I smile.

      On our way, Dana, who is a beautiful, fair-skinned redhead, totally looks like what you would imagine an Irish person to look like tells me, if I’m going to be going out alone, I need to know everything not to do while in Ireland.

      “Never look for leprechauns. They’re evil, like cats.”

      Cats? I think.

      She continues, “Never ask for directions in Kerry; you won’t get a proper answer. Never refer to Ireland as part of the British Isles. Never forget to buy a round.”

      I mentally take in all the information as she continues.

      “Don’t mention the civil war. Don’t argue with a cab driver. And do not talk politics.”

      “Okay.” I nod.

      The cab pulls up in front of the venue, and I’m struck funny by how small it is.

      After paying the driver, I slide out behind Dana. “This looks so small compared to the images I saw on the internet. I can’t believe U2 is playing in such a small venue.”

      She snatches the tickets and looks at them, grins, then barks out, “U2 covers, lass.”

      I snatch them back and look closer. “Well, hell.”

      When she swings the door open, I smile, not caring one bit when I hear the words of “One” by U2.

      “It’s the Murphey Brothers.” Dana grins then repeats, “The Murphey Brothers!”

      After showing our tickets to the giant man at the door, also with red hair, I follow Dana to the bar.

      “First round’s on me,” I yell to her over the music.

      “Four pints of Guinness,” she yells to the bartender.

      So, Guinness, it is.

      I hand cash over her shoulder to the bartender who winks. Good-looking man, with a thick head of hair, matching copper beard, and twinkling green eyes.

      “Keep the change.” I smile as I take the two pints from Dana.

      “Stay close, lass,” she yells as she leads the way through the crowd.

      Standing on a balcony, overlooking the crowd, I watch people dance and sing along to a couple of U2’s lesser known songs in the US, but they seem to know every word.

      Three songs in, I watch as the crowd below goes wild as bag pipes begin.

      This isn’t U2. It’s clearly an original “Murphey Brothers.”

      “Do you dance, lass?” Dana asks before slamming back one of the two pints in her hand.

      “After a few drinks, I do.” I hold up my half-finished pint then follow suit.

      “This is the song that got our boys signed with a label. Songwriter is from the US,” she yells before holding her full pint up. “Sláinte.”

      I wipe my lips with the back of my hand then hold up my full pint. “Sláinte.”

      Smiling eyes meet mine as we have a sort of chugging contest, which ends up being no contest at all, since Dana finishes first while I need a breather between halves.

      Once I finish, Dana nods, and I follow.

      As we pass another bar, she stops. “My round.”

      “I’m good,” I yell over the crowd.

      Apparently, she doesn’t hear me because, when she turns, she hands me two shot glasses.

      Normally, while on an international vacation, I have a two-drink limit, but I’m immersed in music, feeling quite buzzed already, and I have a personal guide who looks to be having a great time.

      “Sláinte,” I say before tossing one back.

      Four songs and four drinks in, I’m feeling nothing but absorbed in a country that I already know, down deep, I’ll be returning to.

      With my jean jacket tied around my waist, hands in the air, I find myself singing along to the chorus of a Murphey Brothers’ original in no time.

      When the song ends, another doesn’t immediately begin like the last ones. Instead, the lead singer announces in a breathy verse of words, I can’t quite decipher, as the sexy guitarist moves to front and center stage.

      I whip my head toward Dana who laughs out, “The songwriter’s taking over. Heard good things about him; never witnessed.”

      As soon as I hear the very familiar mix of keys, tambourine, and guitar begin, I turn toward the stage, which my back has been to the entire time so that I could take in the locals who I immediately felt one with.

      “He’s a looker, aye?”

      Through fog, smoke, and lights, I see a messy mop of curls from under a black baseball cap and five days of stubble covering the square jaw of this tall, very well-built man holding a guitar, with full, sexy lips inches from the mic, delivering velvet in words that have always soothed my wanderlust soul.

      “I have climbed the highest mountains …”

      I sway with the crowd, hands above my head, eyes closed, and sing along at the top of my lungs, “But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

      I open my eyes as he swings the guitar behind him, removes the mic from the stand, and sings as he shields his eyes, bends forward, and seemingly searches the crowd as he holds out the mic and we all sing, “And I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.”

      Through the entire song, he plays the crowd like I’ve never experienced at a concert before. Possibly, it’s the more intimate arena that has my body, mind, and soul on high alert. Yet, all my surroundings seem to be in a haze, as my attention falls on the songwriter behind the blur of lights and smoke.

      When he’s positioned in front of Dana and me, I see him smile briefly, and then he points toward me … us … oh hell, I have no idea which one of us, or if he’s even pointing in anyone’s general direction. And it matters not one bit, because damn, damn, damn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          Ben

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where the Streets Have No Name

      

      

      Electric, that’s the word I would use to describe the connection felt through the smoke and music. No clue how I even played the rest of the set, all I know is that the hot blonde with the curves and perfectly plump ass can move, and my eyes haven’t left her.

      The way she dances without inhibition is sexy as hell.

      Grace and grind, I think as she pulls her hair up while lifting her arms, fists pumping in the air as she jumps with the rest of the crowd to the beat of our last song.

      Fucking think, man, I tell myself, knowing I need to get to her before she gets lost in the crowd as we finish the song.

      When the last note, the last chord has finished, I drop my guitar in its stand then jump off stage. My back getting patted, ass slapped … and groped, I push my way closer to her as I follow the blonde waves toward the exit. Then I see the redhead pull her toward the bar and smile to myself.

      She’s standing against the bar, all sorts of eyes on her. Clearly, I’m not alone in thinking she’s stunning, but I will be alone when I’m the one to take her home.

      I stand close behind her and slide my hand between her and the guy next to her, separating them.

      When Alek, the bartender, sets two pints on the bar, I hand him some cash and tell him, “Make it three.”

      She looks over her shoulder but barely and shakes her head no.

      “We thank you,” the redhead smiles.

      I step in closer. “Let me take you to breakfast.”

      “This may work for you …” She stops when the redhead whispers in her ear. Then the blonde, who I now know is American, shakes her head and the redhead smiles then slides into the crowd, the blonde covers her face.

      I lean in close enough to smell her scent but far enough away that I don’t completely freak her out. “We share a drink, get a closer look at one another because, from the stage, neither of us got what we were truly looking for, then we go to breakfast. After that, it’s your call. But, by the way you were still dancing at the last song, I know you’ve got plenty of steam left to burn off. And by the way, I can admit, I want you, sight unseen, it won’t be enough to keep up with everything I’ve been imagining while standing up there, doing what I love best, watching what I know I’m gonna love doing even more.”

      “Holy shit,” she gasps.

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” I softly demand.

      “This … this isn’t my style.”

      “That’s not a no,” I tell her. Then, before she mindfucks this too much, I add, “No regrets, sweets.”

      I start to turn her toward me. Her eyes are closed, and fuck if she doesn’t look familiar, but then she opens—

      “Holy shit! Ben?” She covers her mouth.

      I shake my head slowly back and forth. Surely, it can’t be … “Little Ross?”

      She laughs hysterically, and I straighten as I look at her, still in shock that Kendall Ross is the girl I’ve been eye-banging for the past thirty minutes. More importantly, knowing it’s Kendall Ross I’ve been eye banging for the past thirty minutes, doesn’t make me want her any less.

      “You look fucking gorgeous.” I wrap my arms around her and hug her. And you feel even better than you look. “You wanna get out of here?”

      Stepping back, she wipes the tears caused by laughing and shrugs. “I just got left by my guide so”—she turns and grabs two of the three pints then hands one to me—“sláinte.”

      “Sláinte,” I say, still looking at her porcelain, silky skin, her waist-length blonde ringlets, and now I’m able to see that I was right when I was on stage—she has the perkiest handfuls I’ve eyed in my life.

      As much as I like her tits, it’s the sparkling eyes and the dimples so deep I may have found a new place I’d like to stick my tongue … or other things in that I’m drawn to.

      I drain the draft. “Breakfast?”

      She cocks her head to the side and looks at me. “Huh?”

      “Come to breakfast with me.” I hold my hand out, and she sets the half full draft down on the bar.

      “Sure.”

      When she doesn’t take my hand, I take hers.

      Walking through the crowded pub, I find the closest exit while avoiding anyone I know or anyone who seems to want to know me.

      I need to chill the fuck out. This is Kendall Ross, a very grown-ass version of the little cherub. Unfortunately, as much as I’m out of sorts, her hysterical laughter at my … sexual advances and the fact that I briefly dated her sister deems this a no-fly zone.

      Once outside, I look back as she looks around.

      “Ben, we’re in an alley.” She looks from behind us to me and smiles. Albeit a lopsided smile, but it’s stunning.

      Still holding her hand, I nod then ask, “Kendall, what are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” She looks at our hands.

      I do the same, yet I don’t let go. “If we hurry, we can talk over a meal.”
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        * * *

      

      The cab ride is short, but what I learn from the conversation between her and the very talkative driver’s conversation is that, one, he’s taken with her, and if not for the plexiglass divider between him and her, I’d probably want to give in to the fact that I want to throw his ass out of the moving cab; and two, she’s here with a tour group that she has traveled with from the summer after she graduated high school. They’ve been to Australia, China, Africa, and now Ireland.

      It’s a group of about twenty, three of whom she is very close to. Debbie and her husband Jay, and Moe, who now is a person of interest because, right now, I’d like to throw Moe from the cab, too.

      I also learn they have plans to continue this July vacation tradition for years to come.

      Exiting the cab at 14/15 Parliament Street, I again take her hand and lead her inside.

      She’s a bit unstable, which is nice in a way. Since I came at her so strongly, being who she is, I’m glad she’s not running in the opposite direction, and because, damn … just damn.

      “What would you like?”

      “Not all that hungry. Moe and I had a late dinner.”

      Fucking Moe, I cuss inwardly. “Steak, pork, chicken, lamb—”

      She cringes. “Definitely not lamb.”

      I lead her to a table, and pull out the chair, “Have a seat.”

      “Okay,” she sits.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      “I drank too much. I figured dancing would burn off the buzz, but now …” She shrugs. “I’m a bit … off.”

      “Sit still. I’ll get you some water and food. It’ll soak up what you didn’t burn off.”

      Standing at the counter, waiting for our order, while drunk and sexy Kendall Ross sits waiting at a corner table, my normal thoughts are bouncing between: I need to fuck her to who the hell is Moe to how am I gonna make this feeling go away?

      I attempt to scold myself, She’s Kendall, for fuck’s sake!

      But who the hell am I kidding? This is happening. I just need to figure out how to make it so.

      I sit with purpose, facing her as I place her cup of water in front of her. She gives me a small, gracious smile.

      “Drink up, little Ross.” I lift my glass. “To chance meetings in extraordinary places.”

      She lifts her glass briefly and, after taking a swig of her water, she sets down the glass then wipes away the droplets that dripped down her chin.

      I reach over the table and run a finger over the tiny spot she missed. “There.”

      I pick up one of the two forks on the tray and hand it to her. “The kebobs are chicken and beef. The rice is pretty damn good, too. Dig in.”

      Watching her eat isn’t helping me focus on the task at hand, and it’s not helping me not want her any less either.

      When she’s had her fill, she sits back, covers her belly, and sighs. “That was so good.”

      I tap my fork on the platter. “There’s plenty more.”

      She closes her eyes and leans back. “If I eat anymore, I’ll be sleeping right here.”

      “Tired?”

      Exhaling, she nods. “First day; it’s always an adjustment.”

      “Best to catch a red eye and sleep all the way on transatlantic flights. You land ready to go.”

      “We went all day long.” She yawns as she says long.

      “And you decided to go all night, too? Not gonna lie; I’m impressed.”

      She shrugs. “Well, how could an American girl in Ireland pass up free tickets to see U2?”

      I smile. “You thought—”

      “I did.” She pulls her feet up on the seat and rests her chin on her knees as she continues, “So much so that at twenty-two years old, I snuck out of my hotel, away from my tour mates, and got busted by my tour guide while waiting for a cab.” She smirks, and those dimples deepen. “Luckily, she likes your band.”

      I don’t dance around the question that’s been circling around in my head, but I do ease into it. “Tour mates?”

      “Same people I’ve been traveling with—”

      “You and Jòse didn’t work out, huh?”

      She sits back and shakes her head.

      “Is Moe another football player?”

      She smiles hugely, and my chest tightens. “I can guarantee Moe has never played football.”

      After I take a sip of my water to douse the envy building up, I ask, “How long have you two been together?”
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        It’s A Beautiful Day

      

      

      I’m buzzed. Okay … drunk, but that doesn’t lessen my senses.

      I see the way Ben Sawyer is looking at me. I know the words he said to me at the bar … even if he didn’t take them back, apologize, or laugh it off as I had when we realized who each other were. Instead, he held my hand when he didn’t have to, bought me “breakfast,” and he’s still looking at me like every man I’ve dated in my past.

      I shouldn’t toy with him, although it has become a favorite thing of mine to do with men like Ben, who are all too quick to want to make it sexual. But let’s be real here; it’s fun.

      “Moe and I have known each other for about five years.”

      His jaw sets, and he nods. He clearly doesn’t like that answer, and I clearly like that he doesn’t like it.

      I watch as his eyes narrow. “Known each other?”

      I give him a quick, affirming nod.

      “Lemme ask you something, little Ross?” He doesn’t give me a moment to answer what came out as a question. “What kind of man doesn’t notice his woman sneaking out of his bed to go to a concert in a foreign city?” Again, he still doesn’t give me a second to respond. He answers his own question. “The kind of man who doesn’t seem to know how to meet her needs. The kind of man who doesn’t give a shit that his woman could get robbed or worse. You don’t want that kind of man, Kendall.”

      I cover my smirk but, in my drunken state, it’s not enough that he doesn’t see it.

      He narrows his eyes again. “Not funny, Kendall. You can’t do shit like that.”

      “I think maybe you’re jumping to conclusions about Moe and me.”

      He cocks his head to the side, like our dog Chewy did when you asked him if he wanted a treat.

      “Moe isn’t sharing a bed with me, or a room for that matter. In fact, Moe has absolutely no interest in me in that way.” Yes, I realize I’m still toying with him, but I can’t help it.

      “Then he’s a fucking fool.”

      “She isn’t a fool at all. She’s actually pretty amazing.”

      He visibly relaxes and bites his lower lip as he looks down. “You got me.”

      I laugh. “Actually, you got you.”

      He chuckles, and I can’t help smiling at the deep, rich sound of it.

      I start to ask about his music at the same time he asks if I’m single.

      “You first.”

      “I don’t have time nor patience for a boyfriend.” I shrug.

      “I get the patience thing, but why no time?”

      “I’m halfway through six years of college and—”

      “Six?”

      I nod. “I’ll graduate with my Doctorate in Pharmacology.”

      “Impressive.” He nods.

      I laugh. “Says the guy standing on stage before screaming fans, slaying it on the guitar.”

      “Not my norm.” He smirks. “Just filled in for a buddy tonight.”

      “Dana, my traitorous guide, mentioned an American songwriter. That’s you?”

      He nods.

      “Impressive, Ben Sawyer. Your parents must be proud.”

      “They really don’t know yet.”

      “Huh?”

      “Just happened. Pretty cool, but Dad wants me to take over back in Tully, and I keep trying to get him to retire, sell the place, and live, you know?”

      “I do know.”

      “Raised by the same kind of people,” he acknowledges.

      “I’m grateful for the way I was raised, but when I travel, there’s a piece of me that feels sorry for my parents for never getting to experience it all.”

      “I know exactly how you feel.”

      “Then I feel guilty that I’m able to.”

      He sighs. “Same damn feeling I have.”

      “But we’re both doing it.” I force a smile.

      “Why the sad smile?” he asks.

      I look up and see such deep sincerity in his eyes. Sincerity I felt before … a very long time ago.

      When I don’t reply, he cocks his head again, waiting.

      “Although my parents encourage me to follow my dreams, it’s, well, you know,” I shrug

      “Your brother Alex took over the farm, correct?”

      I nod. “He converted one of the old barns into a veterinary clinic.”

      He laughs.

      “What?”

      “Must be your folks told my parents about that. My moms talked about converting the big red barn into a rustic wedding and reception venue. She has a hairbrained idea that Dad, her, and I could run the business part, and I could continue my ‘music hobby’ by playing at them.”

      My father, John, and Ben’s father went to college together. They were fraternity brothers and have remained friends. They still even hunt together.

      “Do they know how well you’re doing with your ‘hobby’?”

      His eyes light up. His smile, too. “They have no clue.”

      “What?” I gasp. “Why?”

      When he looks down, I realize I’ve grabbed his hand from across the table. When I attempt to pull it back, he holds it a little tighter as he looks up at me.

      “Just became real a week ago. I wanna surprise them. Tell them in person.”

      He looks back down at our hands, dragging his thumb across the back of my hand. “Let’s cut the small talk and discuss what’s happening here.”

      I pull my hand back and clear my throat. “It’s obvious that neither of us had a clue as to who each other were, so let’s just forget—”

      “Not a chance,” he deadpans.

      “I won’t hold it against—”

      “I wish you would.”

      “Oh my God, Ben, really?” I force a laugh, make a joke out of it, in attempt to make it less awkward.

      “Something happened up there. You know it, and so do I.”

      As sobriety comes calling, I set my feet on the floor. Confidence follows suit. “I got swept up in the music. So did you.”

      “Bullshit, Ross.”

      “Dismiss it all you want, but it’s what happened.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not ready to do that without exploring it further.”

      “I’m not like …” I stop, because what I want to say would sound judgmental and disrespectful to my sister, which is not truly how I feel.

      “You do realize that the thing that went on with me and Tessa was brief.”

      I shake my head. “You loved her all the way from her senior year in high school through all of college.”

      He literally laughs out loud.

      “Ben,” I shush him as I look around. The whole place is looking at us. Well, him.

      “Little Ross”—he grabs my hand and leans nearly all the way across the table—“with age and experience comes wisdom and knowledge.”

      I again attempt to pull my hand back, but he holds it a little tighter.

      “Wanna know a secret?”

      “Not really,” I grumble as I look around at the curious faces in the crowded café.

      “I never loved her in that way. I hated Lucas for breaking the heart of the girl whose finger I pulled a thorn out of when I was too young to remember doing so.” He laughs, and I freeze. “A girl who gave me my very first kiss. Stupid shit, but there it is. See, Kendall”—he releases my hand, and I continue staring at the crowd—“it’s not only little girls who buy into fairy tales. Sometimes guys fall for the bullshit, too.”
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      When she stands abruptly, knocking over her chair in the process, I start to stand as well. Then she jets out the door.

      “Well, fuck.” I run my hand through my hair then do some stupid shit, shit I’ve never done with a girl.

      I chase her.

      Outside the café, I look left and don’t see her. Then I look right as she slips into a cab.

      I hear someone yell behind me, “Your lass left her bag.”

      I turn around and look at the tiny, little patchwork quilted purse and think, Perfect.

      “Thank you. I’ll get it to her.”

      Watching her cab pull away, I legit jump in front of another then hurry inside. “Dude, follow that cab.”

      “All right then.” He laughs.

      Pulling up behind Kendall’s cab, I toss a twenty to the driver then scramble out just as the cab pulls away from the curb.

      I sprint toward them. Luckily for me, traffic stops and I’m able to get to them before they pull away from the hotel.

      When I open the door, I see her sparkling blue eyes filled with tears.

      “The lass needs to pay her fare,” the cab driver snarls.

      “Watch your fucking tone,” I snap as I toss a twenty at him then pull her out.

      “I left my—”

      I hold up her purse.

      “Thank you.”

      She reaches for it and ends up stumbling over the curb and into me. And then … we fall.

      I’m soaked, she’s shocked, and I can’t help laughing at the situation.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, pushing up off me.

      “Don’t be. This is almost exactly how I pictured this night ending while I was on stage.”

      She sighs as she stands.

      “Well, I’d have been on top, and you’d have been the one soaked.”

      “Ben Sawyer.” She stomps her foot and manages to splash us both.

      Laughing, I jump up and pull her behind me toward the hotel entrance.

      Once at the elevator, she pulls her hand away, and I turn to look back at her.

      “I’m not having sex with you.” She whispered sex.

      “Wouldn’t expect you to on a first date.”

      “We haven’t had a date.” She sighs. “You should go.”

      I search her eyes, seeing perplexity gleaming in them. “How about you let me come up and clean my sorry ass up a bit?”

      She steps back into the empty elevator car, and I step in next to her.

      When the door closes behind us, I turn to look at her, but before I have the chance to say a word, she whispers, “I’m not looking for anything. And by anything, I mean, anything like—”

      “Even before I knew it was you, I’m pretty sure I said what happened after breakfast was your call.” I have no idea why I’m so annoyed right now, but I am. She’s acting like I’m some dick who doesn’t understand the word no. “Just want to clean up, and then I’ll be out of your hair, Kendall.”

      When the elevator stops and the doors open to the third floor, I step out and to the side so that she can pass me.

      Inside her room, I pull my drenched shirt over my head as I walk over and hang it over the heating vent.

      “Might want to rinse it first.”

      “Wouldn’t want to put you out any more than I already am.”

      “Ben, it’s already soaked.”

      “It’s fine.”

      I walk into the bathroom, shut the door behind me, drop my jeans, and then look in the mirror. “Jesus, what a mess.”

      My hair isn’t just soaked; there are clumps of mud in it.

      I open the door and peek my head out, seeing her back is to me. “You mind if I wash off?”

      “Of course not.”

      Apparently, I take too long in the shower because, when I come out, she’s asleep in a ball on top of the bed, shivering as she hugs a pillow.

      After covering her up and pushing the golden waves away from her face, I realized her hair is wet, too.

      I pull her little shoes and soaked socks off before lifting a part of the cover to fold over her. She moves ever so slightly, revealing a wet spot on the pillow.

      “Little Ross, you need to wake up and get changed, or you’ll catch a cold.”

      She doesn’t move.

      I turn around, walk to the dresser, and pull open a drawer. Nothing.

      I walk to her closet and, again, nothing.

      On the opposite side of the bed is a medium-sized suitcase. Surely that can’t be all she brought.

      I pick it up, set it on the bed, and unzip it. The damn thing nearly explodes with clear zipper bags.

      “Well, fuck.” I laugh as I pick one up.

      In black marker, it’s clearly labeled “panties.”

      As tempting as it is to unzip the baggy and check out what covers what I am now vividly imagining her soft pale skin looks like underneath the ones she has on right now, I don’t. Instead, I set it down and rummage through the suitcase.

      Pulling out a navy-blue sweatshirt, I shake it out and read, Blue Valley Saints, and see the crossed field hockey sticks in a circle beneath it.

      I set it down then sit behind her. “Okay, I’d really like you to wake up and do this yourself.”

      “Tired,” she mumbles as she shivers and leans back against me.

      “Kendall, sweets, it’s Ben, and you are gonna wake up and think I’m a dick, but—”

      “Sorry, Ben,” she says, teeth chattering.

      “You’re soaked, and we need to get you out of this.” I pull her jacket slowly down her back.

      “N-n-n-n-o.” Her teeth chatter. “S-s-s-so cold.”

      “The quicker we get you naked, the quicker we get you warmed up.”

      She turns her head and scowls.

      “Sweatshirt,” I assure her.

      She nods then turns away. Pulling her arms out, she sniffs. “C-c-c-cold.”

      “Dress.” As soon as I say it, I realize my voice sounds thicker.

      She turns around and looks at me again. Teeth chattering, she divulges, “I’m a virgin, so …”

      Fuuuuck, I think.

      “Gonna change you out of wet clothes, not pop your …” I stop when she narrows her eyes. “You’re in good hands.”

      She leans her wet head against my shoulder. She fits so damn good against me. Her shoulders, almost as wide as my chest. Perfect.

      I grab the sweatshirt and set it down next to me. “One of the last times I saw you was when you were playing hockey. You still play?”

      Teeth chattering, she nods. “Scholarship at Saint Johns.”

      “No shit?”

      I lean us forward and grab the hem of her blue dress. “We’ll do this quick. I won’t look, and I won’t cop a feel.” Before she can respond, I pull it up as far as I can. “Lift your bum.”

      She does, and then I pull it the rest of the way up, toss it on the floor, grab the sweatshirt and, against all that my body and mind want to do to Kendall … the virgin, I pull the sweatshirt over her head covering her. She shoves her arms inside, and then I force myself to move off the damn bed.

      I’m in such a hurry to escape, fearing my half-stiff dick is going to nudge her and annoyed that my intentions may be good but his aren’t, that she falls backward.

      When I turn and look at her, I notice one hand is on her tummy, the other is over her mouth, and her normally beautiful complexion is turning a funky shade of green.

      Scooping her up, I hurry to the bathroom and make it just in time.

      Huddled over the toilet, she throws up everything in her slim stomach.

      When she turns around, tears are running down her beautiful face.

      “Happens to the best of us, Kendall.”

      “I need a minute.”
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      Pacing outside the bathroom, I rap on the door when I hear the shower start. “Kendall, you’re fucked up, sweets; shouldn’t be in there alone.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Her voice sounds anything but fine, so I tell her just that, “You don’t sound fine.”

      She doesn’t say a thing, so I plaster my ear against the door, making sure she hasn’t fallen or if she does, I’ll hear her. When the shower turns off and I hear her step out, now knowing she hasn’t slipped and fallen, I step back.

      After a few minutes, she opens the door just a crack and slips my jeans out. “I rinsed these. You should hang them over the heater. I have a couple pair of sweatpants in my suitcase. You can wear a pair if you don’t mind.”

      I call behind me, “I’ll grab you a pair too. You want a tee-shirt or sweatshirt?”

      “A freaking snowmobile suit.” She sighs.

      “Sweatshirt it is.”

      I hand her the first ones I find, and then I toss my soaked jeans on the heater and crank it up. I grab the only other pair of sweats in her suitcase. The pink ones.

      When she walks out, she looks fucking incredible but exhausted. Then she walks by me, not looking in my direction, and tells me, “You should rinse your shirt. They should be dry in a couple hours. If you want to rest here, you can.”

      Hell yes, I do, I think.

      Shirt in hand, I hurry into the bathroom, rinse my shirt, wring it out, and then walk back out and throw it over the back of the desk chair before dragging it as close to the heater as I can. When I turn around, she’s snuggled under the covers, completely.

      I walk over and sit on the edge of the bed. Crystal blue eyes pop out from under the covers, and she tells me. “There’s a blanket and pillow in the closet.”

      When I stand to get them, I hear a soft laugh, and look back. “Laugh it up, little Ross. A real man isn’t afraid to wear pink.”

      With blanket and pillow in hand, I walk to the side of the bed. “Scoot over a little?”

      She shakes her head.

      “So, I get the floor?” I laugh, thinking it’s a joke.

      It’s not.

      I take the floor.

      After trying to get comfortable for what seems like hours, Kendall turns off the side lamp.

      “Ben?”

      “Kendall?”

      “Thank you, and I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Making me sleep on the floor?”

      “It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      I sit up. “You ever sleep in a bed with that Jòse?”

      “Of course not,” she says on a yawn.

      “Didn’t you date him for a hot minute?” When she doesn’t say anything, I ask another question, which will either be ignored or get me thrown out. “So, you really are still a virgin?”

      As expected, she doesn’t answer.

      “Not poking fun, Kendall; just trying to understand why you’ve never taken the step.”

      She sighs then turns on the light, sits up, and looks down at me. “A million reasons.”

      “Wanna give me the top ten?”

      She holds up one finger. “I don’t want to just sleep with anyone. I want to give that part of me to a person who will cherish me. And before you make a joke about that, I mean for more than ten minutes. Two, I’ve watched people I love nearly break because their relationships were built on attraction, and that’s not going to be a solid enough foundation for me. Three …” She stops, and I see a blush spread across her cheeks.

      Sitting up, I say, “Go on.”

      “I’ve never felt head-over-heels for someone. Some may think there’s something wrong with me, but—”

      “I don’t think there’s a damn thing wrong with you; just trying to understand.”

      “I know what I want, and I’m not going to waiver.”

      I nod then ask, “What do you want?”

      “I want me and the man I will someday fall in love with to be best friends but not smother each other.”

      “Explain smother each other.”

      “If I want to go on a trip for two weeks, I don’t want to be told no, to be made to feel like it’s selfish, or to worry about that person cheating on me. I don’t want to be told what I can and can’t do. If I decide I want to go back to school at thirty-five, even if I have a bunch of kids, I want to be able to do so without feeling guilty.”

      “You’re referring to Tessa’s issues with Lucas and your parents’ split.”

      She nods.

      “And Jòse?”

      She hugs her knees and shrugs. “He wanted to do the long-distance thing, and I didn’t. When I changed my mind, he’d already slept with someone else.”

      “So, he said no to getting back together?”

      “No”—she shakes her head—“I said no. I know that whoever I fall for isn’t going to replace me that quickly.”

      “Not trying to stick up for the guy, but you did break up.”

      She smiles slightly and shrugs. “And if he truly loved me like he said every time we made out and he wanted to take it further, he wouldn’t have been able to do that.”

      “Sweets, men and woman view sex differently.”

      She looks down at me. “That’s all well and good, but I’m not looking for sex to come before love.” She lies down and turns her back to me. “I’m looking for one love, and that one love won’t want anyone else but me.”

      “That’s how it should be,” I agree.

      “For me, that’s how it will be.”

      My chest tightens with realization that I want the same damn thing. I want the woman I lay with at night to be my best friend, my partner in life, my fucking everything, but still be able to do what I love.

      “Kendall?”

      “Ben?”

      “What if that one man fucked up as a kid and did something stupid, almost unforgivable?”

      “Like what? Kill someone?”

      “No, like briefly date your sister?”

      Silence.

      “I’m not willing to ignore the connection we shared at the bar, the fact that your hand felt perfect in mine, the fact that, instead of getting laid, I’m lying on a hard as hell floor in pink sweats when I could get a cab and be lying in my bed at my loft a few blocks away, or the fact that I’d ignore the stiffening of my cock and the need to fuck in exchange for more time to explore this thing with you and me.”

      She’s silent.

      “Is it because of Tessa?”

      “Well …” She chuckles.

      “Well nothing, because the woman I give my heart to is going to have to accept the fact that I have a past. She’s going to have to be my best friend. And although I want her to do whatever the hell makes her happy, I’m hoping she’s gonna wanna do the majority of those things with me.”

      “I’m sure she will, Ben.”

      “Good to know, little Ross. Sleep well.”

      I sure won’t, I think to myself.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to the sound of a sink running and a stiff as fuck back.

      Sitting up, I look down and think, Shit.

      “Kendall?”

      “Yeah?” she says then spits what I assume is toothpaste into the sink.

      “I have massive morning wood and need to piss, so either look away or feel free to check it out in advance, but I’m coming in that bathroom with tented pink sweats.”

      She doesn’t even look away when I stand at the toilet and begin to piss.

      “You good with this?” I laugh.

      “I have two brothers, Ben. This doesn’t even faze me.”

      After I piss and flush the toilet, I turn around and watch her rub some lotion on her face. Dirty thoughts about facials filter through my brain as I try my best to keep them pure.

      I step closer, reach my arms around her, and wash my hands, smiling at her as I do so. She shakes her head and smiles back.

      “We look good together, Ross,” I say as I turn off the sink. “Best-looking couple I’ve ever seen.”

      “You’re insa—”

      She stops talking when I rest my hand on her hips and kiss the top of her head. “And you smell so much better than you did last time you and I were in here.”

      She elbows me as she laughs.

      “What do you say?”

      “We do look good.” She shrugs. “But I have just about as much interest in dating a budding rock star as I do dating a professional athlete or any of my sisters exes.”

      I step back, hands over my heart, hiss, and then whisper, “Ouch.”

      She turns and looks at me. “Last night was a fog, but I’m pretty sure I told you I’m not looking for anything, and I also told you—”

      “Don’t you miss being held, Kendall?” I reach out and grip her hips, pulling her toward me. “Kissed?” As I lean in, she scrunches her eyes closed. Then I brush my lips across hers. When I step back, she looks confused. “You don’t get a real one until you give in to exploring this.” I motion between us. “And I won’t even try to get into your panties until I know damn well I’m enough for a girl like you.”

      She looks down, nibbling on her lower lip.

      “I’m going to get changed. I have some shit to do. When do you finish up with your tour group today?”

      “Um, like nine?” She peeks up at me.

      “You like Sinead O’Conner?”

      “Um, yeah!” She grins.

      “Good. I’ll come by at 9:15 to grab you.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “Kendall, it’s a date.”

      She clenches her eyes closed and nods.

      I step toward her again, lift her chin, and her eyes spring open. I see exactly what I need to see—want. But I give her exactly what I know she needs—a quick kiss to the forehead. Then I step back, turn around, and grab my clothes.

      I swear I feel her eyes on me as I change, so I deliberately take my time, allowing her to check out what I’ve been told is the best ass in the world.

      After I’m dressed, I grab her cell phone. “I’m adding my contact information. You need me before I pick you up, call.” That done, I set it down and grab my own phone, keys, and wallet.

      I stop before her and kiss her cheek. “Tonight, you can build a fort between us, but I’m getting at least half the bed.”

      “That’s pretty presumptuous,” she says, but the smile in her voice gives away her true feelings.

      “I’ll be a perfect gentleman until I can’t be anymore. The first time, I’ll ask permission. Once it’s given, I don’t promise to be a gentleman, but I do promise you won’t regret a damn thing, little Ross.”

      She walks me to the door and, as I step out into the hall, she stops me.

      “Ben?”

      I turn back. “Kendall?”

      “Do me a favor?”

      “After our first date, I’ll do you several.”

      She shakes her head but with a smirk.

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” I wink. “The favor?”

      “I’m going to be late, so you can’t come back in here, okay?”

      I nod.

      “Look through your mom’s social media posts. There’s a picture of that time you said you believed in fairy tales—”

      “None of that means shit, Kendall,” I cut her off. “What does mean shit is what happened on the stage and what’s been happening since.”

      “Will you just look at it?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Nope. Not—”

      “If you don’t, I’m not going tonight.”

      Then the little beauty shuts the door in my face.
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        In God’s Country

      

      

      Standing outside the hotel, I wait impatiently for Kendall to appear. Umbrella in one hand, a dozen pink roses in the other, feeling a little nervous, I pace back and forth in front of the hotel.

      When she walks out in a pale pink dress under a black rain jacket and black boots, I can’t stop myself from looking her over very slowly.

      She shakes her head and looks down, smiling.

      I clear the four feet distance between us as I tuck the roses under my arm and grip the back of her head, pulling her in and kissing her forehead. Stepping back, I then hand her the roses. “No need to be careful with these ones. I made sure the thorns were gone.”

      She takes them and holds them under her nose to inhale. “Thank you, Ben.”

      I hold out my hand for her, and as she reaches for it, she stops and starts laughing.

      I hold up my hand, fingers all covered in Band-Aids. “Not afraid to pick a few thorns off the roses, Kendall. And if I remember correctly, I told you to be careful, not me.”

      “Well, you should be.” She grins.

      “No way in hell.” I take her hand in mine and kiss the back of it.

      We walk quietly down the sidewalk, hand in hand, rain trickling down around us.

      “It was you.”

      She nudges me. “You don’t believe in fairy tales.”

      “I do now.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m gonna take a chance and guess it’s going to be a happily ever after.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t do that.”

      In the distance, lightning lights up the sky. Moments later, thunder crashes around us.

      I look over at her as she bites her lower lip, trying not to smile.

      As rain begins to pour down around us, I hurry to a storefront with an awning and pull her under it. Then I close the umbrella and lean it against the shingled siding. “I’m gonna kiss you.”

      She looks nervous as she swallows hard and licks her lips.

      “I’ll be gentle.” Cupping her face, I rub my lips across hers and whisper, “This time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kendall

      

      

      My heart is racing. It’s beating even harder against my chest than it has been all day while wondering if he would even realize it was me who he had pulled the thorn from, not Tessa. Beating harder than it was when I was getting ready for a date with Ben Sawyer.

      Closing my eyes, I inhale the scent of roses, the smell of the rain, and the smell of him. Earthy and a light cologne that reminds me of Alex’s favorite scent, Drakkar Noir. Familiar but unfamiliar.

      He presses his lips harder against mine, slightly opened, and I follow his lead. When he then swipes his tongue slowly across them, I press mine against his, and his chest vibrates against mine. He tilts my head up as he rubs his tongue against mine, and I whimper.

      He continues rubbing his tongue up and down mine, and I open my mouth farther, wanting and needing him to continue, tilting my head back so he can lick deeper.

      Then, something happens, something that has never happened. Nerves are replaced by a heat, a feeling inside that almost makes me dizzy.

      He licks inside my mouth while holding my head still. I realize my hand, the one not holding the flowers, is gripping his hip and pulling him closer to me.

      He groans and removes his tongue from my mouth, pressing his lips against mine. “Sweet thing, Christ.”

      When he steps back and presses his forehead to mine, I open my eyes and try to focus on his beautiful brown ones.

      “You wanna keep this PG, we need a breather.”

      I push up on my toes and kiss him.

      Lips against mine, he chuckles. “We have plenty of time.”

      “Mmmhmm,” I say against his lips.

      He steps back and licks his full red lips slowly while looking at me. “You taste damn good.”

      “So do you.”

      He searches between my eyes then smiles softly. “That moment back then was a sign.”

      I shake my head. “Do you really believe in signs?”

      He nods.

      “I don’t.”

      Thunder crashes, streetlights flicker, and then the entire street goes black.

      Ben pulls me into a hug. “I’m thinking you may want to start.”
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          Kendall

        

      

    

    
      Nearly two years ago I left the most beautiful country, Ireland, with only a piece of my heart. I’d left the rest with Ben. With it, I left a promise to give us a chance. To explore the possibilities, when time allowed.  I knew he’d be traveling the world, living his dream, while I studied my ass off, securing a career that would afford me the ability to feed my souls desire, to see the world.

      The journey wasn’t without heartache, it wasn’t without tears, and it wasn’t without regret.

      As the worldwide web became more accessible, so was the ability to see all that was accessible to a sexy lyricist that traveled with the many bands who hired him to create songs that became billboard chart toppers. Short skirts, tube tops, women who didn’t hold onto their innocence as fiercely as I did and one certain female agent who tried her damnedest, and almost succeeded in tearing us apart.

      We loved, we hated, we fought, my God how we fought. We broke up. We got back together. We laughed, we cried, but most importantly, we loved.

      

      
        
        Ben

      

      

      As much as I wanted inside her, I grew to admire Kendall’s vow to herself that she wouldn’t have sex until marriage. And the fact that I was now a firm believer in fairytales, even when her belief wavered, I knew damn well I would be the one she succumbed to. Why? Because I was on the wagon myself.

      Even though she didn’t say the words easily, I knew she loved me from our brief time in Ireland. Hell, I think I knew it from the moment my lips touched her slim fingers when I was just a boy.

      What I didn’t expect was my very quick rise to my own kind of stardom in the music industry, and the way in which it would drag me around the world, by my blue balls.

      How much ass can one man turn down, when the one girl whose ass he wants isn’t putting out?

      If he loves her, he’ll turn down every bit that comes his way.

      When I walked out of the back room of our converted barn, and stood, in front of everyone we loved I knew damn well that it was worth the wait.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you serious right now?” I pretend to be annoyed when he scoops me up in his arms in the middle of the dance floor, surrounded by our family and friends.

      I’m anything but.

      “Been watching you all damn day and haven’t had a chance to get close to you since our first dance as Mr. and Mrs. Sawyer. And you know damn well you’ve been teasing the shit out of me all damn night. So, yes, I’m pretty fucking serious right now.”

      He stomps through the crowd, and as we pass my parents, I wave.

      Mom blushes, and Dad winks at Ben.

      “Even your dad knows it’s time.”

      I scrunch up my face. “That’s disgusting.”

      He crashes his lips against mine, and I press mine to his as we walk out into the late spring, evening air.

      When our lips separate from one another’s, he nods toward the setting sun. “See that sun?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Doesn’t come close to being anywhere as beautiful as my wife. But that’s not the point. The point is that you may not see it again until it rises next week.”

      I laugh as we walk toward his parents’ … his … our home.

      “You think it’s funny, sweets, but it’s not a joke. It’s as real as the rock-hard cock in my dress pants.”

      I sigh exaggeratedly. “They’re right.”

      “Who’s right?”

      “Everyone who said that, as soon as I said I do, all the romance would be dead.”

      He smirks. “My cock is very romantic.”

      I wrap my hand around his tie and pull him closer. “Prove it. Show me.”

      “Only took two years, three hundred acres of land, four number one hits, five carats, and a vow before God that I will love”—he kisses my neck—“honor”—he kisses lower—“and cherish you”—he kisses the swell of my breast—“for as long as I live.”

      “You think it’ll be worth it?”

      “It would have been worth a hundred years of jerking off.” He winks.

      My thighs clench at the memory of catching him in the act not once but a half a dozen times.

      “Wife?”

      “Husband?”

      When he walks us inside the house, he smiles. “Welcome home, Kendall Sawyer.”

      My feet finally touch the ground as he kisses me softly.

      Against his lips, I whisper, “Don’t go easy on me now.”
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          Cole

        

      

    

    
      The quiet of the night taunted me. Two in the morning and still unable to fall asleep. The woman curled up against my side, sleeping in my arms, should have made it easy. Hell, I’d been sleeping next to her for the last few years.

      But, tonight?

      Tonight, she was the reason I couldn’t shut my mind off and get some needed rest.

      What made this night different from any other?

      The realization that being with her wasn’t enough anymore. I wanted more. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her and I didn’t have a clue how to ask.

      Growing more restless, I eased my arm out from underneath her and threw my legs over the edge of the bed. With one more quick glance back, I stood and quietly slipped from the room. After navigating the creaks in the stairs, I flipped on the under the counter lights in the kitchen, grabbing myself a glass and a bottle of whiskey. I’d never be able to calm down enough to sleep without it.

      With no idea what made me decide this tonight, the seed had been planted and I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      I wanted to marry Mari and I would move heaven and earth to make it happen.

      She deserved anything and everything. I knew she would think she didn’t need it, but I still owed it to her. The start of our relationship didn’t have the best beginning. I’d made her life a living hell in high school and somehow managed to not recognize her years later when I saw her again.

      She’d built a wall between us from day one, but little by little I convinced her to take it down. That her heart would be safe with me. And it always would be. After watching Heath get married and Monty fall in love with his wife, I wanted to make our lives together permanent, too. I wanted everything with her and to give her the world on a silver platter in return.

      It would never be as simple as me asking her. I needed the grand gesture. Except, with all of the extra shit the music label expected them to do for the tour early next year and football season starting in the blink of an eye, we hadn’t had a lot of time together.

      With it being my first year as head coach and the youngest one in college football, I had to prove they made the right decision putting their faith in me. Which meant a ton of practice time away from Mari.

      Damn.

      I ran a hand through my hair as I paced the room. There was only one person I knew who could help. I tiptoed back into the bedroom and snatched my phone from the nightstand. My fingers flew over the keys even before I made it back to the kitchen.

      Me: I need your help.

      

      I glanced at the top of my phone, almost forgetting the time.

      Two-thirty in the morning.

      Even with their crazy schedules, I didn’t think anyone would be up at that time. At least until my phone buzzed in my hand.

      

      Sawyer: What’s wrong? I assume it’s not an emergency if you’re texting.

      

      What was I thinking? Thank God Sawyer was more rational than me at moments like this. I started typing, not wanting him to think he’d been wrong.

      

      Me: Sorry it’s late. Nothing’s wrong, but I realized something.

      Sawyer: It’s 2 in the morning…I need you to be more specific.

      

      I glanced up at the ceiling, where I’d left Mari fast asleep.

      Was this what I really wanted?

      I had to be sure before I said one word to Sawyer. Not even a millisecond had passed before I knew my answer. Yes. Without a doubt, yes. I’d never wanted anything more in my life and it was time to make it a reality.

      

      Me: I want to ask Mari to marry me.

      

      My ringtone filled the room almost immediately. I didn’t give it a chance to ring a second time. The last thing I needed was for Mari to come downstairs to see what I was doing up.

      

      “Sawyer,” I whispered into the phone, heading down the hall to the office.

      “Did I just read that right?” His voice was thick with sleep.

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I stopped caring about that two minutes ago. Did I read that right?” he demanded.

      “Yes. I want to ask her to marry me.”

      “That’s awesome, man.” The exhaustion I’d heard in his voice had disappeared.

      “What’s awesome?” I could hear another groggy voice in the background.

      Shit, now I had Reagan out of bed at two-thirty in the morning.

      “Nothing, go back to sleep,” Sawyer said.

      Silence filled the other end of the line, until I heard a door click shut.

      “Sawyer?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I went out to the living room. When you gonna ask her?”

      I chuckled. “That’s the part I need help with.”

      “What do you need help with? Get a ring, get down on one knee, and ask.”

      I walked around the desk and slumped down into the chair behind it. “If only it were that easy.”

      “It is,” he argued.

      “Mari deserves something big, something special, especially after the rough start we had when we were in high school. I want to give her the world.”

      “I’d agree with you, Mari does deserve the world, except, she’s a simple person. For her it won’t be about what you do, but about what you say. She wants that gesture in words, not actions.”

      A part of me knew he was right, but the louder part of my brain screamed to make it a night she’d remember forever.

      “Can’t I give her both?”

      “You can. Doesn’t mean you have to.”

      “I know. Think you could meet me tomorrow sometime to help me plan? I don’t want Mari to wake up and find me missing.”

      “Yeah,” he said through a yawn. “How about lunch?”

      “I can do that. Marrazzano’s?”

      “I’ll meet you at one,” he suggested before we said our goodbyes and I disconnected the call.

      Creeping up the stairs, I avoided every creak I could think of and climbed in behind Mari. I wrapped my arm around her waist and breathed in the scent of her lotion, hoping anything about her would lull me to sleep. I should have known better. I had way too much on my mind for that.
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        * * *

      

      After tossing and turning most of the night, I’d gotten a few hours of sleep. Mari woke up as I threw my legs over the bed.

      “Where are you going this early?” Her one eye open, the other eye firmly closed, ready to go back to sleep.

      Bending over, I pressed a kiss to her lips. “I have a few things to take care of at school before a lunch meeting I have later.”

      Both eyes were open and watching me. “Lunch meeting?”

      I couldn’t tell her I was meeting Sawyer and leaving this early would give me time to look for a ring. “Yeah, just some team stuff. Go back to sleep. I’ll be home afterward.”

      She watched me for a minute and my gut tightened. Had something in my face given me away? My heart thundered in my chest so loud I thought she might hear it.

      Then she smiled and curled back into her pillow. “K. See you after work.”

      I pressed another kiss to her head before hustling through the door and out to my car. Connecting the Bluetooth, I dialed Mari’s father and prayed everything went all right.

      Parking had been a nightmare. After hanging up with Mari’s father, I felt like I could float on air. I couldn't wipe the smile off my face, at least until I realized how long it would take me to find a spot. Once I found a space a block over, I trudged back to begin my hunt for the perfect ring.

      Shop after shop, I searched. With only about thirty minutes to get to lunch, I found it.

      The perfect ring.

      The salesman took the ring out of the case. The teal color of the stone reminded me of the exact shade of Mari’s eyes and already her size, no adjustments necessary. Everything fell into place.

      Mari’s engagement ring.

      My annoyance from earlier evaporated. I paid with the assurance that the ring would be cleaned and ready for pick-up tomorrow.

      By the time I walked into the restaurant, Sawyer sat in a booth in the back. I bypassed the hostess stand and walked over to take the seat across from him.

      “Hey,” he said, lifting his gaze from the menu when I sat down.

      “Hey, thanks for meeting me.”

      He scoffed. “To plan this, you don’t have to thank me. You know I’ll do anything to make sure Mari is happy.”

      “I know. It’s why you’re the first person I thought to call.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “Well, it could have waited until the sun was up.”

      “Sorry about that. I couldn’t sleep. Reagan isn’t pissed, is he?”

      “Nah. He figured it was something important.”

      “You didn’t tell him?”

      “Nope. I figured I’d wait until you had a plan. Besides, he rolled over and went right back to sleep.” He shook his head. “It always amazes me how quickly he can fall asleep.”

      “I wish. Maybe then I wouldn’t torture you in the middle of the night.” I laughed.

      The waitress came over to drop off waters and take our order. Once she left, I sat forward in the booth, pondering the question that had plagued me the whole drive over here. Ever since I’d spoken with Mari’s father this morning when I left the house, I couldn’t get the thought out of my head.

      From the first moment my eyes landed on Mari again, Sawyer had been protective of her. Not that she had a problem standing up for herself, but Sawyer went out of his way to make sure she didn’t have to. It had taken me a long time to prove to him that I would never do anything to hurt her. Even now, I felt like I still had something to prove.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      His brows drew together. “Umm…okay. I thought we were planning a killer engagement day.”

      “We are, but there’s something I want to ask you first.”

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “I want your permission to ask Mari to marry me.”
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      Sawyer’s eyes widened. “What? Don’t—”

      I raised my hand to stop him. “I know this is something I should ask her father, and I already have. I also know that Mari isn’t stuck on traditions, but from the moment I saw her in that bar, up on that stage, you’ve been her protector. The one who made sure I was there for the right reasons, not just to save face. So I think it’s only right that I have your permission as well as her dad’s.”

      My stomach tied itself into knots. I knew Sawyer wouldn’t say no. Just like I didn’t think her dad would, but there was a set of nerves that accompanied asking a question like that. Whether or not you thought it, there was always a chance that the person you were waiting on would tell you no.

      Silently, he sat watching me, his expression unreadable until the smile curved his lips. He rested his arms on the table. “You’re right. When I first learned who you were and what role you’d played in creating the Mari who came to college timid as a mouse, I thought you only pursued her as a way of making yourself feel better.” He shook his head slightly. “But…I was wrong. She’s been my best friend since that first class freshman year. The only one, besides my roommate, who knew I was gay from the beginning. And I never thought someone would be worthy of the love she had to give until she met you.”

      I let go of the breath I’d been holding and felt the weight that had settled on my shoulders that morning begin to lift as Sawyer continued.

      “You protect her more than I do. With every shitty post from the media, you’re there to defend her. And you love her in a way I hoped she would find someday. I can’t think of a better man to become her husband.”

      I slumped back against the booth and dropped my head back, pulling in the first deep breath I’d taken since the night before.

      Sawyer chuckled. “Did you really think I’d say no?”

      “No.” I smirked. “But there’s always a chance.”

      He laughed even harder. “Smart man. I guess her dad said yes.”

      “He did.”

      The waitress returned with food, stopping our conversation for the moment. Half of the restaurant watched us. Probably trying to figure out what we were talking about. At least Sawyer had asked for the farthest booth. One word of this and it would be all over. The media would blast it out before I even had a chance to ask.

      I thought their fascination with us would have ended with Sawyer’s announcement or Monty’s night in Vegas, but somehow the attention always came back to us.

      She left, and we started in on our food, giving her enough time to move onto another table.

      “So what’s the plan?” He glanced down and reached into his pocket, pulling out his phone. A smirk lifted the corner of his lips as he looked at the screen. “That woman has some serious radar.”

      “Huh?”

      He turned the phone around to face me. I shook my head, laughing when I saw Mari’s name on the screen.

      He flipped the phone back to face him and rolled his eyes.

      “Apparently, she’s bored and since you’re at a meeting for work she wants to know why I’m not home.”

      I sat up straighter. “She’s at your house?”

      His fingers flew across the screen. Not a second later his phone vibrated again. “Yeah. She’s hanging out with Jenna and Mia.”

      “Does Jenna know where you are?”

      “Nope. Didn’t even see her before I left.” He eyed me for a moment and set the phone down. “I told her I had errands to run while Reagan was at the office. Don’t stress, we won’t let her find out.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Only with my luck would she end up at your house when you’re with me.”

      “Ironic, isn't it.”

      “I’m not gonna be able to wait long to ask, otherwise she’ll find out somehow.”

      He smirked. “Most likely. Do you have a ring yet?”

      I thought back to the purchase I made that morning. “Yep. It’ll be ready for pick-up tomorrow. It was already her size.”

      “Well, aren’t you a lucky bastard.” He picked up his beer and took a sip. “What ideas do you have in mind?”

      I pushed my plate to the side and rested my arms on the table. “I don’t have a clue. You’re way more creative than I am.”

      He put his empty plate on top of mine and set them both at the end of the table. “True, but you have to have some ideas. Have you looked at anything online?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve seen a few, but nothing that I think will appeal to Mari. Shit like the ring in a champagne glass, or an evening stroll on the beach.”

      Sawyer scrunched his nose up. “Yeah, too cliché. Let’s think about this. You want something big and special, right?”

      “Something she’ll remember forever.”

      He was quiet for a moment, staring at the table. Then his head snapped up, eyes sparkling.

      “I’ve got it. What about a flash mob? We can use that one song she wrote…” he trailed off, but I could see the wheels spinning behind his eyes.

      But the rest didn’t matter. I loved the idea. It was exactly what I’d been looking for.

      “I think it’s the perfect idea.”

      He turned his attention back to me as the waitress dropped off the check.

      “It’ll take some time to set up, but we can work on all of the logistics after the charity concert.”

      I could handle waiting two days to get started. I knew they had to practice tomorrow and play the night after. Plus, with Mari around, it would be almost impossible for them to get anything done.

      “Think we can pull it off?”

      “I’m sure we all have enough contacts at this point to make it happen. Let’s meet up with Heath the day after the show. He’s really good with this stuff.”

      I glanced at my phone. Still another hour before Mari expected me to get home. It would give me the chance to stop by my office and do a little research.

      “He is,” I said, tugging my wallet from my pocket. Sawyer went to pull out his own. “I got it. Least I can do for all the help I’m going to need.”

      “Thanks.”

      I took out enough money to cover the bill and tip and after saying goodbye to Sawyer, I climbed in my car and drove toward the college. Time to do some research.

      Twenty minutes at my office and I’d had enough with the interruptions. Everyone had a question they could have answered themselves. Annoyed, I grabbed my shit and went home. With Mari at Sawyer’s place, I hoped I had a little extra time at the house to look up what I needed. She’d likely hang out longer once Sawyer got home, since he wasn’t there when she first arrived.

      I dropped my keys on the table and went straight to the office. The laptop sat on the desk. I powered it up and waited for it to load. My heart fluttered in my chest as I thought about making everything with Mari permanent.

      Mari would be my wife.

      Fuck, that sounded perfect.

      As soon as the screen came up. I opened my email to make sure the jeweler hadn’t sent me anything. He’d said the ring would be ready tomorrow, but he’d email me if anything changed.

      While there was no email from the jeweler, there was another email from Hillview University. They’d been trying to recruit me for the past few months. Each time a new email came, it was full of more incentives to convince me to take the job. They didn’t understand that nothing they offered me could convince me to go. The school was on the other side of the country.

      Mari was here.

      And I wouldn’t leave her, unless it was something she wanted. With how popular the band was at the moment, I couldn’t see that happening anytime soon.

      Some of this was my fault for agreeing to meet with David, Hillview’s Athletic Director, in the first place. I figured I could use whatever he offered to get a better deal from Harrison. Not once had I expected him to refuse to take no for an answer. He seemed to think he could change my mind.

      Time was running out before Mari might be home, so I minimized the window and watched as many flash mob videos as I could find, taking mental notes of what would and wouldn’t work.

      After about forty minutes, I knew I’d pushed my luck as far as I could. I closed the video windows and enlarged my email window to respond to David. Before I hit the reply button, I heard the door in the kitchen open and closed my laptop to greet Mari at the door.

      I stepped around the corner and almost ran smack into her. Reaching out, I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her to me.

      “Well, hello, sexy.” I ran my hands down the curve of her ass. “Did you miss me?”

      She leaned up, pressing a kiss to the base of my jaw below my ear. A shiver raced through me as my cock hardened in a rush. Each of her touches set my blood on fire, but that one spot made it boil.

      “You know I did.”

      I walked forward until her back hit the refrigerator and I bent my head, capturing her lips. The sweet taste of cinnamon filled my senses and I thrust my hips forward, pinning her to the wall.

      Her tongue slipped between my lips the same time her fingers knotted into my hair, tugging on the ends. I devoured her mouth, tasting every inch, but it wasn’t enough. I had to have more.

      I tore my mouth away and bent down, scooping her into my arms.

      “Cole,” she squealed, as I went for the stairs.

      We reached the top and I let her slide down my body, enjoying every inch of delicious inch of the contact. A growl slipped free when I ran my hand over her denim covered ass. Or should I have said barely denim covered ass.

      “I love these shorts,” I growled as I stalked her backward, step for step into the bedroom. Reaching down, she pulled her shirt over her head, tossing it somewhere on the floor.

      “I know.” She winked. “Why do you think I wear them?”

      I reached over my shoulder and tugged my own shirt off, dropping it at my feet. “Please don’t stop on my account.”

      Mari was a completely different creature when she was turned on. The shy woman who would blush when you joked around with her disappeared and in her place was a woman who knew what she wanted and would do anything to get it from you.

      When she dragged her hand up her thigh to the button of her shorts, I leaned forward and hooked my finger in the waistband, tugging her forward until her chest touched mine.

      “We’ll get to those in a minute, but first…” I grabbed the clasp of her bra, popping it open and caressing down her shoulders, taking the straps with me until it fell to the floor. “I want to taste these.”

      I bent my head, running my tongue over her hardened nipple before sucking it into my mouth. Her sharp exhale was like music to my ears.

      I loved hearing her sing, but there was nothing like the sounds she made when she got lost in her pleasure with me.

      She was everything to me and just the thought of her being my wife someday made my dick surge, begging to sink into her warm body.

      “Cole,” she moaned, flexing her fingers in my hair. “God, that feels…” She trailed off as I licked a path across her chest, taking her other nipple into my mouth.

      I’d never get enough of the way she responded to my every touch, every caress, every kiss.

      I banded my arm around her waist and lowered her to the bed when she began to sway on her feet. Resting my arms by her head, her chest rose and fell rapidly with every heavy breath she took.

      Each time I gazed into her eyes, I felt like I would drown in some tropical ocean. So expressive. Like a window into her soul. Everything she thought was in her eyes. Tonight? Tonight they were full of lust, desire, and most of all—love.

      “You’re my everything,” I whispered against her lips.

      “Show me.”

      I bent my head, taking her lips in a kiss that made her whole body shake. Her warm, creamy skin called to me as I slid my hand down her ribs to the button of her shorts, popping it and pulling down the zipper. I grazed my lips along her jaw, down her neck, continuing until I could dip my tongue in her navel.

      My eyes crawled up her chest, as she squirmed below me. Hooking my fingers in the top of her shorts, I tugged the rest of her clothing down her legs. I stood, dropping them to the floor, letting my own shorts and boxers follow them.

      Mari lifted her head, a spark lighting her eyes. She raised her hand and crooked a finger at me.

      Who was I to ignore the sexy as sin woman, hopefully soon to be my fiancée, lying on the bed?

      I crawled over her body, running my hands up the inside of her thigh.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      I circled my thumb over her clit. Her hips bucked up against my hand. As her legs started to quiver, she pushed my hand away.

      “More,” she begged.

      I had to agree with her. My dick had hardened to the point of pain. If I didn’t get inside her soon, I’d explode all over the sheets instead of buried deep inside her where I wanted to be.

      I slid in between her thighs, and without missing a beat, I thrust into her body. Her nails dug into my skin as she wrapped her ankles around my legs.

      “Hold on, baby.” I rolled to my back, holding tight to her until she was on top.

      She hummed in the back of her throat. “I love when you give me control.”

      I bucked my hips up. “You can have whatever you want, just don’t torture either of us anymore.”

      “I don’t plan on it.” She smirked and bent her head to steal a kiss, before grinding her hips back and forth.

      I placed my elbows on the mattress and lifted my hands for her to grab and get some leverage.

      Our breathing grew harder and my balls tightened to my body as she kept her pace. The telltale tingle started at the top of my spine.

      “Fuck, Mari. Don’t. Fucking. Stop.”

      I moved one of my hands down her stomach until I could trace the pad of my fingers over her clit. She jerked at the contact and started moving even faster. The edges of my vision began to blur as I started to lose the battle.

      Seconds later, she threw her head back, her body gripping mine like a vice as she came in a rush. I couldn’t have stopped my orgasm if I tried. Grabbing her hips, I thrust up once, twice and lost it. My dick pulsed inside her body as she collapsed on top of me.

      I held her tightly, vanilla and jasmine wrapping around my senses as our bodies came down from a high I could only reach with Mari.

      Our breathing evened out and she cuddled deeper into my side. I didn’t want to spend another moment of my life without her.

      The heat of her body seeping into mine as I traced circles on her back. Moments later, she lifted her head. “Should we get up and get dinner?”

      Her sleepy gaze told me she didn’t want to move. Well, neither did I.

      “Hell no, unless you’re hungry, I’d rather just lie here with you in my arms.”

      She cuddled in closer. “I think that’s perfect.”

      I pressed my lips to the top of her head. “Love you.”

      She placed her hand over my heart. “Love you, too.”
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      “Cole?” I called, climbing up the stairs.

      “In the bathroom.”

      Moving through our bedroom, I made my way to the en suite, where I found Cole, his face covered in shaving cream. I leaned against the doorjamb and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I didn’t think the slight scruff would last very long.” I smirked.

      Cole’s brow rose. “Aren’t you just the mind reader today?”

      “Only when I’m right.” I pushed off the door and stepped into the bathroom to stand behind him. Unable to resist, I pressed my lips to the back of his shoulder. "I kind of liked it.”

      “Did you now?”

      Heat warmed my face, like it always did whenever Cole made me admit what I liked when it came to him touching me. No matter how long we’d been together or how many times I’d tried to bury the shy part of me, it never worked.

      He turned and brushed his thumb across my cheek. “I love this, and only because I know I’m the only one who gets to see it.”

      I smiled. He was right. I hid the shy part of me from the rest of the world. Can’t be the lead singer of a band and hide in the shadows. Only those closest to me were allowed to see that part. Even though it had taken a while for Cole to get there, I’d loved every moment we’d had together and each morning I woke up looking forward to our future. “I know,” I whispered.

      We stood there for a moment, enjoying the comfortable silence that surrounded us. The sound of water running brought my attention back from Cole and I peered over his shoulder. “The sink.”

      He whipped around and turned off the faucet before the sink could overflow. A corner of his lips kicked up in the mirror. “You always know how to distract me.”

      “Glad I could be of service, but if you tell me where I can find your schedule for the year, I'll let you finish shaving without distracting you anymore.” I winked.

      “It’s on my laptop down in the office. Are there any dates I should worry about?”

      I shook my head. “No, Reagan and Tom asked for a copy of it. Something about tour dates. I think they were trying to schedule some cities to coincide with your games.”

      His hand froze in midair. “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow. I mean…wow. Why would they care if I’m on the road? Why not schedule the tour with what works for them?”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist. “’Cause they realized that we all play better when our loved ones aren't hundreds of miles away. Sawyer always has his shit together…”

      “Because Reagan is always there.”

      “Yep. I think they want to make it as easy as possible for the rest of us.”

      “I think I love this idea.” He moved his hand to keep shaving.

      “Me too, which is why I’m leaving you alone to shave so I can get it sent off to them.”

      I turned and hustled out of the bedroom and downstairs to the office. Neither of us really claimed the office as our own. With a desk and couch, we took turns working from wherever we needed to. I pulled out the desk chair and took a seat, opening Cole’s laptop, giving it time to power up.

      If they were taking schedules into account, I wanted them to have Cole’s sooner, rather than later. The screen lit up and I moved to close the email program that opened first when my hand froze over the mouse pad.

      The newest email in his box was titled—Job Offer Details

      What was that all about?

      Cole had just been promoted to head coach for Harrison’s football team. The youngest head coach in college football. Why would he be thinking about another team? I glanced at what college sent the email and my heart thundered in my chest.

      Hillview was on the other side of the country. A place he’d turned down a few years ago.

      With nausea settling over me, I clicked on the email, curious as to what they offered him.

      

      Mr. Wallace,

      

      I hope this reply finds you well. Thank you for meeting with me the other day. I’ve attached the details of the contract we discussed in case you decide that you need the information in writing. Please read through and let me know if you have any questions.

      

      Sincerely,

      David Carson

      Hillview Athletic Director

      

      I listened for Cole, to see if he was still upstairs. A creak in the floorboard told me he’d moved to our room. Most likely getting dressed. The desire to know overrode any rash decision-making I might have possessed fifteen minutes ago.

      The contract detailed a dollar figure way higher than anything Harrison had offered. He’d have full team autonomy, meaning no one would dictate who he should offer scholarships to, plus a list of the incoming freshmen, a few of them students Cole had been trying to recruit.

      Why hadn’t he told me about this?

      The school was a few thousand miles from here. He didn’t think it was important to share that with me?

      “Find it?”

      At the sound of Cole’s voice my head snapped up. There had to be a reason he hadn’t told me, at least I hoped there was, outside of him taking it and me being upset that we’d be separated for six months out of the year.

      “Yeah. I just need to print it.”

      I minimized the email window as Cole walked farther into the room. My mind raced in a million different directions. Until I knew more I wasn’t ready to say anything to him. Not to mention how my chest ached, knowing he kept a decision this important from me.

      He moved around the desk and cupped my face in his hands, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “Good luck at practice today. I don’t think this meeting will run long and I’ll be home to take you to dinner.”

      Unable to locate my tongue, I nodded, hoping he wouldn’t realize I was currently freaking out over something I shouldn’t know.

      My eyes followed him as he left the room, not moving a muscle until I heard the door between the kitchen and garage close. I moved the mouse to hover over his email, clicking on it when the sound of his car backing out of the driveway hit my ears.

      I scanned through the emails, deep down knowing it was wrong to look, but I had to know if Cole was really considering taking this job. There was nothing. Not a single email about it before now. Knowing Cole, he’d deleted them when he finished responding. He hated unread notifications, so emails he’d already answered weren't worth keeping. I scrolled back to the top and closed the laptop.

      Crossing my arms over it, I dropped my head down on top. I didn’t think Cole and I could survive long distance. Football season was hard enough, and that was only some weekends over a few months. This would be months at a time, maybe more depending on our touring schedule.

      On the other hand, I understood why he would consider it. Between the pay and the control he would have, it was any coach's dream.

      Even with the turmoil doing battle in my head, I knew I still had to be at practice. It had to be time to leave soon. Proceeds from the show tomorrow night would go to help offset the costs for families of kids struggling with cancer.

      There would be plenty of days after to deal with my mess. I forced myself from the chair. In a daze I grabbed my keys and a bottle of water on the way out the door. When I reached the venue, I couldn’t remember most of the drive. My mind playing through a million scenarios on how this could play out for us.

      I wanted to text him and ask, but two things stopped me. First, I knew he was in a coach’s team meeting to plan for the upcoming season and I didn’t want to interrupt. Second, he had a reason for not telling me, and while frustrating, I knew I had to wait for him to be ready. Maybe he wanted to have a plan in place before he said anything. Whatever his reasons, I’d be patient even if it killed me.

      That didn’t mean I wouldn’t torture Sawyer about it until then. I climbed out of the car, a hundred pound weight on my shoulders as I made my way from the lot to the outdoor stage.

      The guys were setting up our equipment when I arrived.

      “Hey, Mari,” Heath called from behind his keyboard. “A few more minutes and we should be ready to start.”

      I nodded absently, my gaze roaming the area, searching out the one person who’d see through me in a heartbeat. Better to cut him off at the pass than have him corner me at some point. He sat behind his kit, tuning each drum for the perfect sound.

      He glanced up, his eyes zeroing in on me. The smile that started at the corners of his lips turned down as he stood and walked around to come stand in front of me. My throat burned as I held back the emotion flooding my system. The shock had worn off and in its place sat heartbreak.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Life.” I shrugged, trying to hold the tears at bay.

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, leading me away from everyone else’s prying eyes. Not the guys, but the crew for the venue. The last thing any of us needed was a picture of me crying on stage.

      When we were out of earshot, he turned me to face him. “Life isn’t a good answer. Want to tell me what happened?”

      I kept my focus on his jade green gaze. “I think Cole is considering a head coaching position for another college.”

      “What college?”

      “Hillview.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t make sense. It’s on the other side of the country.”

      “Exactly.” I threw my hands up in the air.

      “Have you talked to him about it?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I found the email when I was trying to print his schedule for the tour.”

      Sawyer took hold of both my shoulders, keeping me in place. “You’re not allowed to freak out until you talk to him. I’m sure he knew you were on the laptop, so it wasn’t like you were snooping. I’m sure there’s a great explanation for it.”

      “I—”

      He covered my lips with his finger. “Keys, I know a million things are running through your head right now, but I want you to push them all aside. Let’s play through the set, then I want you to go home and talk to him.”

      Sawyer’s gaze was unrelenting and there was no way out of his stare except to agree. When he thought he had a point, he didn’t back down. Once I’d gotten the whole story from Cole, he’d let me have his shoulder to cry on if I needed it.

      Except in a way I had been snooping.

      The email hadn’t been open on his computer. Just the list of emails in his box. If it hadn’t been for the subject line I would’ve ignored it. I swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Good.” Sawyer bent down and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Then let’s go practice so you can get some answers.”

      I followed him back over to the center of the stage, where they had my mic set up and ready to go. The rest of the guys were in position.

      “Got the set list?” Heath asked, walking over with a piece of paper.

      “Thanks.” I took it from him and set it on the stool next to me.

      I tried to take Sawyer’s advice and push it all to the back of my mind while I sang each song, doing my best to stay on pitch. Wasn’t easy with the tears trying to win and clog my voice.

      Three songs in and Monty set down his bass before we could move onto song number four.

      “One of your strings is off.”

      Jackson nodded. “That’s what I thought, but I tuned it right before we started.”

      Monty held out a hand to Jackson. “Let me see it.”

      It would take Monty a good ten minutes to tune Jackson’s guitar and I really wanted a few minutes alone. Sawyer had his phone to his ear, so I went over to Heath.

      “I’m gonna grab a cup of coffee while they're at it. Want anything?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      “I’ll be back in a few. Text me if anyone wants anything.”

      He smiled and nodded. “You got it.”

      I hurried down the side set of stairs and quickly made my way out of the venue and down the street to the coffee shop on the corner. They had coffee at the venue, but this gave me a chance to get away.

      After placing my order, I stepped to the side to wait when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see a text from Sawyer.

      

      Sawyer: Jackson tripped and hurt his ankle. Cutting practice short.

      

      The barista called my name. I grabbed my coffee and set it right back down to answer Sawyer.

      

      Me: OMG is he okay? I’ll be right back.

      

      My phone buzzed right away.

      

      Sawyer: He’s okay. Heading to hospital to get checked out just in case. You can meet us there if you want.

      Me: Think anyone would mind if I went home?

      Sawyer: Not in the least. Probably won’t let us all back anyway. Head home and TALK TO COLE.

      

      His shouty caps weren’t going to get him anywhere. Even without me looking through Cole’s email, I didn’t think I could handle knowing he was leaving, the night before we were playing. When I talked to him, it would be after the charity concert was over. Until then, I needed to suck it up and focus on what was important and that was raising as much money as we could for those families.
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      Exhausted, I pulled into the garage. Mari would already be at venue for the night’s concert. Hopefully she’d gotten to rest beforehand. Something was bothering her and I didn’t have a clue as to what. I didn’t want to push before the show, knowing we’d have plenty of time afterward to talk about it.

      I dropped my bag by the door and went to the office. With a little less than an hour before I had to leave to make it to the venue in time to see Jaded Ivory play, I wanted to finish up a few things.

      I opened my laptop, hoping to go through the list of starters we’d worked out the day before. The moment the screen came to life and I saw the email from David Carson, I knew why Mari had been distant the night before.

      She had to think I planned on taking a job across country without telling her.

      Nothing could be farther from the truth. I’d only met with Hillview’s Athletic Director to see what kind of deal they were offering and take it back to Harrison, hoping they’d either match it or come really close to it.

      And they had.

      Apparently being the youngest coach in college football with the highest career wins as an offensive coach came with perks.

      Shit.

      I planned getting to the venue right around the time she went on stage, but we needed to talk. I didn’t want her worrying for another moment that I’d leave her here for a job across the country.

      Mari was getting ready to take the stage in less than an hour. There was still plenty of time for me to get over there and talk to her before she went on. She needed to know the truth.

      That’s when it hit me. The grand gesture.

      Sawyer had said it wasn’t about what I did, but what I said. Well, tonight, I’d test that theory.

      I sent a quick text to Jenna, Allana, and Reagan on the way, hoping one of them would be able to help me pull this crazy ass idea off. The traffic was worse than I thought it would be. Knowing I’d be short on time, I grabbed the small box from the glove compartment and shoved it in my pocket. Thankfully, I hadn't gotten a chance to hide it somewhere in the house when I'd picked it up the day before.

      An accident had shut the freeway down to one lane. Somehow I still managed to pull into the VIP lot in time to hear the crowd start chanting her name.

      I jumped out of the car and slammed the door shut. Racing across the parking lot, I prayed like hell my knee wouldn’t act up. The door flew open just as I skidded to a stop in front of it. Reagan stood on the other side. In his hand he held a single peach rose. Mari’s favorite.

      “I’m not sure what all this is about, but you owe Allana.”

      I took the rose from him. “If this works, I’ll owe her everything. Where are Allana and Jenna?”

      He gestured behind him. “Watching the show from backstage, where we expected you to be a while ago until we started getting random texts about peach roses.”

      I stepped through the door and started down the concrete hall. “I know. An accident on the freeway shut it down to one lane.”

      Reagan winced. “Hell, it’s a miracle you made it with only one lane. I don’t even want to think about the speeds you had to travel to get here that quick.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Nope, but I do want to know what this is all about.”

      “Let’s find Allana and Jenna first, then I can tell you all at the same time.”

      Mari’s voice grew louder the closer we got to the backstage area of the venue. My heart thundered in my chest. I wanted her to say yes more than I wanted my next breath. Yesterday there was no doubt in my mind that she’d say yes whenever I decided to ask. The email she saw could have changed everything.

      “Cole, where have you been?” Jenna asked as we rounded the corner and came into their line of sight.

      Allana’s head snapped in my direction. “And I hope you’re gonna tell us why I had to race through downtown trying to find that rose for you.”

      The song ended and Mari’s voice drifted toward me, settling the fear of rejection that was trying to take hold. Notes from the keyboard filled the arena and they moved into the next song on their set list. If I remembered the list correctly, there were two more songs before the one I wanted.

      “I am.” I smiled and reached into my pocket, taking out the box, opening it to face them.

      Allana’s hand flew to cover her mouth as tears welled in her eyes. Jenna placed her hand under mine, holding it steady. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized they were trembling.

      “It’s beautiful,” Jenna whispered.

      “Thank you. I just hope she says yes.”

      Reagan dropped a hand onto my shoulder and squeezed. “I’m so happy for you guys, but why wouldn’t she say yes and why the hell didn’t you already have the rose before today.”

      “’Cause I didn’t plan on proposing today.”

      Reagan gave his head a little shake. “Okay, now I’m confused.”

      “The other day I had lunch with Sawyer about planning some elaborate flash mob proposal once this charity concert was over.”

      “You know Mari wouldn’t care about all of that?” Jenna asked.

      I shrugged. “I know, but I still wanted to do it for her.”

      “Okay, then what changed your mind?”

      “An email she saw on my computer from Hillview." I explained to them about getting the emails and how I was pretty sure Mari thought I was taking the job. I told them how the email made it look like I was serious.

      “Were you actually considering the job?” Reagan asked.

      “No, but knowing their terms helped me get more things from Harrison to keep me.”

      Reagan smirked. “I like it.”

      “Me too. But I don’t want Mari thinking for another moment that I’d move thousands of miles away without her. Sawyer’s right, it’s not about the grand gesture.” I held up the rose. “It’s about the simple things and what I want to say.”

      Jenna placed a hand on my arm. “You know she’ll say yes, right?”

      “I’m a little nervous after the last two days, she’ll say no, but then she’ll at least know I’m not leaving.”

      The song before the one I was waiting for slowly came to an end. I knew this was the place in the list where Mari would introduce the band.

      “I guess it’s now or never,” I said, taking a step forward.

      “You can do it.” Allana gave me a little push from behind.

      I listened as Mari introduced all of the boys first. Right before she introduced herself, I stepped out onto the stage. The rest of the band members' heads snapped in my direction. With her back to me, she still hadn’t realized I was there, but a buzz tore through the crowd pretty quickly, getting louder with each step that brought me closer to Mari.

      “And I’m Mari Cosmann.”

      “I hope not forever.” At the sound of my voice she whipped around, eyes wide, the microphone forgotten in her hand.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked only loud enough for me to hear.

      “I need to ask you a question.” I took the mic from her hand and placed it into the stand right next to us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sawyer smile and nod in approval.

      She glanced out at the crowd and back at me, her brows drawn together. No doubt she wondered what could be so important I’d interrupted her concert. Hopefully, she didn’t think it was to tell her about the new job, which was ridiculous. I’D never interrupt her for something so trivial. “Right now?”

      “Right now.” I lifted the rose to her and as she wrapped her hand around the stem and took it from me, I made sure to brush my fingers over hers. “Years ago, you took a risk on a man who’d lost everything and was trying to fight his way back to the top. A man who’d once helped put you in the same position, at least until you found the family that surrounds you on stage every night.” I glanced around at each of them, trying to convey my thanks for helping to save and nurture the woman who stole my heart.

      “The man I took a risk on was not the same boy I’d met years before.” She placed her hand over my heart, the audience behind her forgotten for the moment.

      I covered her hand with mine. “No, he wasn’t. He’d learned a lot since then. And every day since the moment you said I love you.” Her eyes began to shimmer. “Now, I’m asking you to take one more risk on me. One more leap of faith. Another bird for your shoulder of firsts.”

      I took a small step back and lowered down onto one knee, pulling the box from my pocket.

      Mari’s hand flew to her chest. “Cole,” she breathed.

      “Mari, I love you more than life itself. You are my rock, my world, my everything. You believe in me when I don’t believe in myself. And I know I never would have made it as far in my life if a beautiful girl hadn’t thrown her drink in my face that first night.” A blush raced up Mari’s cheeks, something most people didn’t see often.

      “Mari Cosmann, will you marry me?” I opened the box to show her the ring. Even Sawyer hadn’t seen it yet. A teal-colored, oval cut sapphire sat surrounded by a row of diamonds in a platinum band. The stone the exact color of her eyes. There were no other rings worthy of Mari.

      Her eyes widened and darted up to meet mine. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered reverently.

      Silence fell over the crowd as we all waited to hear her answer.

      “Just like you. What do you say, will you take one more risk on me?”

      Her eyes met mine and I saw the answer in them before the word even left her lips.

      “Yes.” She dropped down in front of me, throwing her arms around my neck.

      Cheers filled the arena, but the sound was drowned out by the woman in my arms repeating, “Yes, yes, yes.”

      I took her hand from my shoulder and slipped the ring onto her finger. She stared at it for the briefest of moments before her brows drew together. “What about the job offer from Hillview?” she whispered.

      I shook my head. “They offered, but I never had any intention of taking it. I only used their offer as leverage to get more out of Harrison.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

      “Really? I would never keep something like that from you. With our schedules being so hectic, I never got the chance to tell you what happened. I can promise you if I had been considering it, I would have made the time for us to talk.”

      She leaned forward, capturing my lips with hers. I sank one hand in her hair and wrapped the other around her waist, holding her tight to me.

      It wasn’t until I felt a tap on my shoulder that I remembered where we were—sitting in the middle of the stage during a charity concert. If possible Mari’s face flushed an even deeper shade of pink. The paparazzi were going to have a field day with this, but that was nothing new for us. We’d been their favorite couple to follow for a while. Even with all of the crazy from everyone else, they always came back to us in the end.

      Taking Mari’s hands in mine, I stood, helping her to her feet. “Go finish your concert and we can celebrate later,” I said against her lips.

      She smiled and turned back to the crowd, as I walked off the stage, Heath, Jackson, and Monty all smiling and giving me a thumbs-up.

      Sawyer sat in the back and bowed over his drum kit. “You did good,” he mouthed just before I stepped off the stage.

      “Let’s try this again,” she called into the mic. “I’m Mari Cosmann, soon to be Mari Wallace, and we’re Jaded Ivory.”

      

      You can find the beginning of Mari and Cole’s story in Rock Me.

      
        
        https://www.rebeccabrooke.com/jaded-ivory
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