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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    For those who believe timing is everything and for lovers of angsty love triangles. 
 
    To Dawn, Jenna, and Michelle this one is for you. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    She’s my best friend’s girl but she’s meant to be mine. 
 
      
 
    Conleigh Meyers is the last girl I should be making a move on. She’s my best friend’s girl and our new roommate. I try to stay away from her but it’s impossible with her room across the hall from mine and her prancing around the apartment in her ridiculous socks that I can’t keep my hands off. I try to ignore my attraction to her, but I can’t, and I don’t want to.  
 
      
 
    *Previously published as The Stealing Conleigh Duet*  
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    2 ½ years ago 
 
    “Shots! We need shots. We’re college girls now!” Bailey screams, slapping a ten-dollar bill down on the bar. 
 
    “You got ID?” The bartender questions. His blue eyes laugh at us as though he knows we aren’t old enough. His muscles flex as he pops the cap off a bottle of beer. His smile is warm, friendly—cute in that charming, I’ll take you home for a one-night stand kind of way. Pure trouble. The kind of man I need to steer clear of.   
 
    Before Bailey can sulk in defeat, the guy next to her says, “It’s cool, Tom. They’re with me.” 
 
    Turning her attention from the cute bartender, Bailey bellows, “Well, hello there tall, bearded, and sexy,” shooting him a flirty smile.  
 
    “You look barely legal,” he tells her. 
 
    “Legal enough,” she fires back. 
 
    He throws his head back with a chuckle. “I’ll give you that one.”  
 
    I look at his piercing grey eyes, so grey they almost appear silver. I can’t help but find this guy attractive. He’s tall with wide shoulders and his smile exudes confidence. Not over confident but bordering on cocky for sure. I am almost jealous of the attention he is paying to Bailey, but she’s a blonde bombshell and I would expect no less. She is always the center of attention anywhere we go. Curves in all the right places, knows exactly how to get her way, and uses it to her advantage and at times, mine too.  
 
    The bartender sits our shots in front of us and my eyes widen as he lights them on fire. I blow the flickering flame out and knock it back. My face twists, expecting a terrible aftertaste, but instead a sweet creamy taste coats my tongue.  
 
    “Better than you expected,” another handsome guy says, joining the guy talking to Bailey. His green eyes zero in on me. His sandy blond hair seeming as if he just came from the barber it’s styled so perfectly. “I’m Ezra.” He holds his hand out to me with a gentle smile on his face. He isn’t as tall as his friend, not quite so domineering; he has that boy next door vibe. The kind of guy who brought the teacher an apple every day and would carry your books for you vibe.  
 
    “Conleigh.” I smile back. 
 
    Bailey is busy chatting with the other guy leaving me on my own with Ezra.  
 
    “First time here?”  
 
    “Yeah, Bailey insisted.” I hook my thumb in her direction, and she is already making out with the guy she just met and right at the bar too. I don’t know whether to shake my head or laugh.  
 
    “Holden doesn’t waste any time,” Ezra tells me, seeming a bit embarrassed. He rocks back on the balls of his shoes and fidgets with his keys. He’s dressed as though he’s been at a business meeting, button down shirt pushed up at the sleeves, as though he is unwinding after a long day.  
 
     I shrug. “Bailey doesn’t either, apparently.” 
 
    “You want to dance or something?” 
 
    “I’m a terrible dancer,” I confide. 
 
    His eyes light up. “Me too, so we will be evenly matched.” He grins and for some reason, I follow him, and we proceed to make idiots of ourselves, both of us having two left feet.  
 
    “What year are you, freshmen?” He queries, his curious eyes holding a twinkle of amusement.  
 
    “Is it that obvious?” I laugh. Then I step on his foot and he howls. A dimple pops out in his right cheek. It’s cute.  
 
    “Step aside, E. Allow me to show her how it’s done,” Holden says, winking at me.  
 
    Ezra moves aside, and Holden grabs my hip bones and pulls me into his body. “Relax, let the beat of the music guide you.” 
 
    Easily, I get lost in the music and him. There is something about Holden. He has charisma, but he was just lip locked with my bestie. I feel her eyes on us as this guy holds me close.  
 
    “What are you doing? Are you trying to piss my friend off?”  
 
    “I’m dancing. If she gets upset about it, she has issues. We just met.” 
 
    “She’s staring a hole through me and you were just kissing her.” I push my palms against his chest which only results in him grabbing my hand with his and putting his other hand on my butt. 
 
    “Maybe I want to kiss you too,” he flirts, and I blush.  
 
    Looking away from him, I see Bailey talking to his friend, Ezra and by the speed her hands are gesturing she can’t be saying anything good.  
 
    “Listen, I’m sure you’re nice and all, but I don’t do leftovers.” 
 
    “You wound me, but I get it.” He steps back and takes a bow. “Let’s play pool. Me and your girlfriend against you and Ezra.”  
 
    I shrug and follow him to our friends.  
 
    Ezra grins at me and I find his boyish grin endearing.  
 
    “Was showing your girl here what it feels like to dance with a real man.” Holden punches Ezra and winks at me.  
 
    Bailey laughs but I can tell she is still upset.  
 
    I don’t know why she is so mad. We only met these guys like twenty minutes ago. It isn’t like I am trying to step in and steal him away from her. Sure, he’s twenty shades of sexy—all man with the beard that graces his face, while Ezra pales in comparison but he seems closer to my age.  
 
    Holden—based off our brief encounter reminds me of the sort of man a girl like me could lose herself in and get her heart broken by. I don’t want heartache. I’d rather guard my heart and my panties. Because the way Holden keeps looking at me, I’d surely lose them fast with him. 
 
    The night moves quickly and Holden has turned his charm back on Bailey while Ezra has kept an easy conversation moving between us. As I suspected he is around two years older than me, where Holden is closer to five years older.  
 
    I don’t know why my eyes keep leaving Ezra and checking in on Bailey and this Holden guy, but every few minutes his steely gaze finds mine and he semi-smiles. By the end of the night however, Ezra is giving me a ride to the dorms and Bailey is walking down the street, following Holden home. 
 
    “We should hangout sometime, maybe you can step on my feet again,” he teases. 
 
     Wagging my finger in his face I say, “I warned you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” He grabs my finger and leans toward me. “Would it be too forward if I kissed you right now.” 
 
    Blush creeps up my cheeks. I bet Bailey and Holden are doing a lot more than kissing. Not that I care or should care. “I’d be offended if you didn’t even try,” I tell him, trying to get my mind off Holden and what kissing him would be like.  
 
    Ezra’s kiss is soft and sweet. My mind instantly goes to those steely grey eyes that belong to Holden though, and I know Holden’s kiss would be anything but sweet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Present Day 
 
    I was seven years old the last time I hugged my father. I can still remember the way his goatee tickled my nose when he kissed my forehead as he promised he’d walk me to school the next morning. “I’ll see you in the morning, caterpillar. I love you.” He called me caterpillar, because he said one day I would blossom into a beautiful butterfly. When he’d take me on his weekends we’d always go to the butterfly garden. I always thought it was so magical. 
 
    His large fingers tugged on my dark hair as he smiled down at me. I looked up into his hazel eyes, getting lost in the flecks of green and gold. The My Little Pony nightgown I was wearing dragged on the floor, brushing against my purple carpet. It was a size too big, but I loved that spaghetti strapped gown because he gave it to me.   
 
    I clung to his belt loop with my small pointer finger curled around the worn denim. He pried my finger loose with a lopsided grin. I scowled, but then I smiled as he tickled my rib. “Daddy has to go.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go. Please, Daddy, please stay, just a bit longer.” I pouted my bottom lip and held my breath. 
 
    My mom sighed from the doorway to my bedroom. I didn’t spare her a glance. I knew the exhausted expression she’d be wearing, it was the only one she wore when he came around. Her patience with my father had ran out when I was a baby. They were practically babies themselves when they had me. They were barely juniors in high school when I was born. With government assistance and help from my mom’s parents they graduated high school and were married briefly. My dad worked delivering pizzas, taking any job he could to support us, while my mom went to nursing school. They didn’t know what love was, even though they attempted to pretend at first, or so my mom has told me, the few times I have gotten any conversation out of her where my real dad is concerned. In her eyes, he’s been dead since the moment he received his sentence.   
 
    “Five more minutes,” he conceded, picking me up and putting me to bed. Kneeling on the floor next to my twin bed, he stroked his fingers across my forehead, forcing my eyes shut. “Go to bed, my sweet girl.”   
 
    My eyes fluttered as he continued to wave his hand over my eyes, whispering promises that were broken even before they left his lips. I can recall the low, heated whispers as my mom walked him to the door, then the slamming of that door jarring me from my near sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bailey questions as I shrug my red sweater over my head, exchanging it for my black cable knit one instead. 
 
    “Yeah, I promised, and, why wouldn’t I?”  
 
    She shrugs, her blonde hair falling behind her shoulder with the motion. Her baby blues soften as she semi-smiles. “I just worry about how this will affect you.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom.” I shake my head. I have been hounded to death by mother about this very topic for three months now. “I’m fine. It will be fine. It’s only one day.” 
 
     She snorts. “One day at a prison.”  Her face scrunches and she rolls her eyes.  
 
    “Bails, I know you love me, but I am doing this for me. I need this. I need…I don’t know——closure.” I sit on the bed with my legs crisscrossed. Gathering my brown hair in my hands, I twist it into a bun and secure it with a hair-band. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll back off.” She holds her hands up, her lips twitching with unspoken words. “Does Ezra know you’re doing this though?”  
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I shake my head. “You know how he feels about my dad. It isn’t a fight worth having. Besides, he won’t be back from his trip until late. It will be over by then and I won’t even have to mention it to him.” I shrug it off, but deep down it does bother me that Ezra isn’t more supportive of my being in contact with my father. I suppose as my boyfriend it is in his nature to be overly protective of me, much like my mom is, but I need him to be on my side with this. This is my first real chance to sit down and spend the day with my dad. They call it A Walk with God. It’s an experimental program where inmates who have earned good behavior get one day where their children can come and spend the day with them. It’s mainly for smaller kids, but my dad was one of the few who qualified, only twenty of fifteen hundred as a matter of fact.  
 
    Bailey, my childhood best friend and former roommate sighs, but doesn’t press me. We were roommates our first two years of college and until I moved in with my boyfriend, Ezra. We’ve been friends long enough now that she knows when I decide on something, that’s it. I don’t go back. A lot of planning has gone into this day and my dad has worked hard to maintain his good behavior, so we can share this day.  
 
    Over the years, we have talked through letters and briefly over the phone, but I’ve never went for visitation, until today. My dad didn’t want me to see him locked up and my mom agreed that it wouldn’t be good for me. What changed my dad’s mind? I’m not sure. Maybe time. So much time has passed since I’ve seen his face in person or felt the warmth of his embrace, the calming feeling that a girl only gets from her dad. The peace that quiets any storm. At least that’s how I remember him making me feel…like he was a hero who would always protect me. That was all lost to me when I was seven though. One choice changed both our lives, forever.  
 
    Bailey stands at my closet, fingering through my wardrobe, deciding on an outfit to steal from me. She has work today, I do too, but I called and said I was sick. I wouldn’t miss a day with my dad for anything. 
 
    Leaning over the edge of my bed, I grab my boots from the floor and lace my them up over my skinny jeans.  
 
    Bailey turns her attention back on me after grabbing my grey tunic and leggings. “Just be careful, and text me later.” 
 
    “I will.” I groan and sling my purse over my shoulder, following her out the door.    
 
    “Later, bitch,” she teases as she gets in her car. 
 
    Outside, I rush in hopes of grabbing a quick coffee from the Starbucks across the street. I am in desperate need of caffeine. 
 
    I’m standing in line waiting for my name to be called for my order when a call comes through from my mom. I sigh and answer knowing she won’t stop calling until I do anyway. “Good morning,” I say, already dreading the speech that is sure to come. 
 
    “Good morning, sweetheart. What are you up to today?”  
 
    As if she has forgotten.  
 
    “Getting a coffee,” I tell her just as my name is called. 
 
    “That’s nice. Are you on your way to class?” 
 
    She knows I’m not, today is Saturday, but part of me wants to lie and tell her what she wants to hear. 
 
    I don’t do that though. I get my drink and head back across the street to my car, as I talk. “Mom,” I say on a sigh. “You know what today is. You know where I am going and why.” 
 
    “I just don’t want him to hurt you or let you down.” 
 
    “He already did that when he went to prison thirteen years ago. It’s a little late to be concerned.” I take a sip of my latte careful not to burn my tongue. 
 
    “I didn’t call to argue, Conleigh Nicole. I’m your mother and I worry. Prisons are dangerous and you’re a pretty young girl.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. There’s going to be plenty of people around. Lots of small children. There will only be twenty inmates present, including my dad. Stop being such a mom,” I joke, attempting to lighten her mood. 
 
    “It’s my job,” she says, her tone soft.  
 
    “I’m getting in my car. I’ll text or something when it’s over.” 
 
    “No, you’ll come for dinner and tell me about it. Okay?”  
 
    “Tomorrow,” I concede.  
 
    “Sunday, family dinner, don’t forget,” she confirms and tells me she loves me and to be safe for the millionth time. My mom wants the best for me, but we’ve never been what I would call close. Sure, she has provided me a good life, but I don’t go telling her my secrets or asking her for any real advice.  
 
    “Bye, Mom.” 
 
    “Bye, sweetheart.”       
 
    After surviving her call, I start my car and spend a moment enjoying my coffee while my car warms up. 
 
    My cell phone rings again. A text from Ezra. 
 
    Honeypie: Have a great day at work. I can’t wait to see you.  
 
    Snookems: You too! When does your flight land? Mom wants me over for Sunday dinner. 
 
    Honeypie: Late. I’ll probably crash as soon as I get in. You should go see your mom.  
 
    Ugh! Didn’t he just say he couldn’t wait to see me? 
 
    Snookems: Driving, talk to you later xx 
 
    Yeah, we totally have cheesy nicknames for one another. 
 
    I’ve loved Ezra Joseph since my freshmen year of college. Technically, two years and counting. He graduated last semester and he’s working at his father’s corporate advertising firm. He’s the lowest man on the ladder and the boss’s son, therefore he’s working overtime to prove his worth not only to his father but to his peers. He doesn’t want them seeing his position as a handout from daddy, but it also means we are seeing less and less of each other. Take right now for instance, he’s in Miami working on a jingle for a fast-food chain that is growing in popularity in the South. Ezra is good at what he does, and I’m so proud of him, but at the same time, I hate it, because he’s moving up quicker in the company than he has let on. Even his group of friends is changing. He goes for drinks with the guys from work now instead of hanging out with Holden and the guys from his frat days. That guy, that version of Ezra, the funny guy I fell in love with seems to have disappeared and been replaced with Mr. Career. I know I shouldn’t be jealous of his job, but a big part of me is. 
 
    I’m scared that we are heading toward a break or worse, a breakup. We’ve been dating serious and steady for some time. I don’t expect a ring on my finger any time soon, but I feel like we are standing still in our relationship, while he moves on with his life, leaving thoughts of us like dust in the wind. I don’t know what I want to do with my life. I’m not as career driven and goal oriented as Ezra is where my future is concerned as far as a solid career. I’m pursuing my teaching degree in special education, because I want to help people, but my heart isn’t in it anymore. I’ve been writing dark, erotic books. Ezra blows them off like they are a foolish hobby, and I guess in a sense they are, but I’ve been submitting excerpts to publishers under a pen name. 
 
    I’m scared though. Afraid of what Ezra and my family would think. Truth be told, I am scared to let anyone know the words on the paper belong to me. They aren’t happy words. Nothing like those who know me would expect me to be writing in my spare time. Ezra knows that I write, just not what I write about. I’ve been secretly tweeting and blogging online under a pen name as well. A few of my posts have a lot of hits, plenty of retweets.  
 
    I feel so torn. The rest of my drive though, I can’t help but get more ideas for new stories.  
 
    Two hours later, as I pull into the visitor parking of Hildegar prison, I begin to panic. I’m getting to see my dad for the first time in nearly thirteen years. My hand trembles as I take the keys from the ignition. I’m already on the verge of tears. Will he know me? Will I recognize him? Sure, he has seen the pictures I’ve sent of myself over the years, but this is different. This is face to face. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that even though it’s been years and he has done bad things, this man is still my father, an important piece of my life that I have been missing for way too long. 
 
    Before exiting my car, I retrieve the two forms of identification needed from my wallet. I’ve already been pre-screened for today’s visit, but I still have to produce ID. 
 
    Walking slowly, I make my way to the visitor’s entrance. I’m really going through with this. I’m really going to meet my dad for what feels like the first time in my life, because thirteen years is a long time, and we’ve both grown and changed. He’s no longer the hero who tucked me in at night, and I’m no longer his little caterpillar who believed he could save the world. No, those people are long gone. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Conleigh 
 
     Inside, I sign in and hand over my driver’s license and student ID card. Next, I am patted down and searched. Before I can go to the visitation room, I’m given a briefing about today’s events and what contact is acceptable. 
 
    I wish I could’ve brought Ezra with me. His feelings about my father aren’t so great. He thinks he’s a low-down dirty criminal, and maybe he is, but he’s still my dad. He was a guy who made a really bad decision. He’s a man who has been serving his time and paying for that mistake every day of his life. A mistake that cost him watching me grow up. A bad choice that cost him the love of his life.  
 
    As I walk into the room, the laughter of children warms me and rapidly eases my nervous mood. If these kids can be all smiles and cheers, I can too, right?  
 
    I look around the room, feeling awkward and unsure of where to stand or sit. Kids of all ages, between three and twelve, are laughing, chatting, and playing. The room is somewhat large, filled with picnic style tables and seating. However, the bars on the windows that are high up on the walls of the room, are a startling reminder of where we all are and why. No amount of laughter can change the fact that this is indeed a prison.   
 
    Spotting an empty table in the corner, I take a seat and wait. It isn’t long before a woman taps a microphone and asks that everyone please quiet down and find a seat. Three guards circle the room, getting wandering kids to their seats. A young mother and her two boys sit across from me and I give them a brief smile. The boys appear to be twins, who I’ve placed to be aged around five. God, my heart hurts deeply for these boys. This isn’t the way life should be for them, but here they are, all smiles, eager to see their daddy.  
 
    “Thank you all for coming. A walk with God is a unique and special program. Our hope is that the children aren’t forgotten, for they are the silent victims. I ask that you all remain seated and quiet while introductions are made. Today will be emotional but rewarding.” 
 
    After a small applause, the woman begins calling names of the inmates, one by one. I have to fight tears of my own back as the kids run to their father’s embrace. The expressions on their innocent little faces will haunt me forever. They hold so much hope, love, and a twinge of sadness. Everyone claps every time a father hugs his child.    
 
    The event organizers said they didn’t want this to be a sad occasion, but a celebration. For me though, this shit is depressing as fuck. I am thankful to be a part of it, to witness what is taking place today, but I think of all the children who will never have this opportunity.  
 
    The men present today are criminals, but I know that good people do bad things—we all make mistakes. We all have good and bad in us.  
 
    I keep watching and listening, waiting for the moment where my past and present will collide.  
 
    I asked my mother to be present at the event with me when I was first informed that my dad had met the requirements and requested I attend, but she declined. I was hurt and angry with her at first, but now I appreciate that she turned me down. Today is about me and him. No one else should be here to take away from our brief time together.  
 
    When it’s my turn, I’m frozen on the spot. I can’t breathe, let alone move from my seat.  
 
    “Alan Meyers.” My father steps through the door wearing that lopsided grin, the one he last gave me the last time he hugged me. He scans the room, his once curly dark hair that hung in his eyes is cropped short.  
 
    I can feel my tears welling up, threatening to spill out. I have to fight them back.  
 
    The man who had once promised me the sun and the moon is scanning the room, searching for his little girl. However, I’m no longer small. I’m grown, an adult really. This caterpillar has shed her cocoon.  
 
    Finding my senses, I stand. His eyes lock on mine, but I can’t make my feet move. He crosses the room in four long strides. 
 
    “Conleigh,” he chokes my name out and holds his arms open. 
 
    Feeling much as I did as a child, I can no longer fight my tears as I throw myself into his welcoming arms. This is what peace feels like, getting to see him for the first time in so very long.  
 
    The room erupts with praise and joy. We are both crying but today is joyous. I forgave my father a long time ago. I made peace with the choices he made, the mistakes that brought us to today.  
 
    I step back as his weathered hands still grip my forearms.  He looks me over as I do the same to him, noticing the years have been kind to him. He’s still so handsome and easy on the eyes. It’s easy to see why my mother fell under his spell during her youth.  
 
    “You’re all grown up. I…your pictures don’t do you justice. You look so much like your mother. Takes me back.” His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes.  He looks at his feet for a moment as both our arms fall away. I imagine he’s remembering her or maybe thinking back on the little girl he left behind not being so tiny any more.  
 
    “I get that a lot, but there’s some traces of you in my smile and my eyes.”  I smile at him, wiping away a stray tear.  
 
    “Let’s sit, tell me everything.” 
 
    We sit down and fall into easy conversation. I tell him about school, how my real passion lies with writing.  
 
    “Caterpillar, life is too short. Take it from me. If you aren’t happy now going into teaching, you never will be. Follow your heart and your dreams. Don’t be like me, kid.”  
 
    I have to take a deep breath, because his words hit me hard. Harder than I was expecting them to. I don’t want to think about making that choice just yet. 
 
    “Enough about me. Tell me something new with you.” My face falls. Immediately, I feel stupid. What could possibly be new with him? He is in prison, nothing probably ever changes here. 
 
    “I have news.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I’m in prison, not dead,” he jokes, shoving into my shoulder with his.   
 
    “I’ve met someone.” 
 
    “What? Here?” I scrunch my nose. 
 
    “Well, kind of. Online. They have a site where you can chat. Her name’s Beth. I think you’d really like her. She’s a hairdresser.” 
 
    I nod, unsure how I feel about this news. I suppose I’m happy for him. I should be happy he has someone to talk to. 
 
    “Does she…does she know?” 
 
    “That I’m in prison?” 
 
    “About me, does she know about me?” 
 
    His eyes soften. “Of course, you’re the one thing I did right in my life. You’re the best part of me, Conleigh. The only good part.” 
 
    “Dad.” I shake my head.  
 
    “You don’t know how good it feels to hear you call me that.”  
 
    “Yeah I do.” I totally understand because when he called me caterpillar, my stomach flip flopped, and I felt seven again.  
 
    The smaller kids and other dads are playing games, but I’m a bit too old for Simon Says.  
 
    We talk for a while longer before lunch is served.  
 
    He asks how my mom is doing and I tell him more about Ezra. He doesn’t seem too fond of the idea of us living together. Says that I need to slow down and enjoy being young, not be so serious. “Take your time. Don’t rush into marriage. None of it. Really get to know this guy. If he’s really the one, you’ll know.” 
 
    Cocking my brow, I ask, “Like you knew with mom?” 
 
    “Conleigh, you were the best thing, the best thing that ever happened to me, but if I could have waited another five years to have you or longer, I would have, because I wasn’t ready. Nowhere near it.” 
 
    I get that, I do. 
 
    “You think you want to marry this guy?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You love him?” 
 
    His question catches me off guard. It isn’t a bad question, but hearing it, I wasn’t expecting to hesitate to answer. I love Ezra, so why am I unable to voice it to my dad?  Maybe I do love him, but I’m not in love with him anymore. I shake my head, feeling guilty for even having the thought. Ezra has been with me for two years. We’re perfect for each other, aren’t we?                           
 
         “Caterpillar, I may not know much, but I do know that if you have to think about it…it isn’t a good sign.” 
 
    My face screws up at that. “I love Ezra. You don’t know how great he is, because you don’t know him.” 
 
    “True, I don’t, but you’re my blood and deep down in your heart of hearts you know I’m right. That’s why you’re getting upset. We don’t like hearing things about ourselves we aren’t ready to admit.”  
 
    I swallow and look away, because deep down, I know he’s right. Ezra and I are headed in different directions. He’s fulfilling his father’s wishes and headed in his footsteps. Soon, he will want a wife and a family. I’ve never had intentions of becoming a young mother or marrying before twenty-five. I want to travel and experience the world. I don’t want a loveless marriage like my parents had.  
 
    However, saying and doing are two completely different things. I agreed to move in with Ezra not even a few days ago, because I was so scared to lose him. I was afraid we would break up if I said no. I was afraid of how my life would change if he were no longer mine.  
 
    I change the subject and ask him to tell me more about Beth and we talk about her until the end of the visit. When I leave, I promise him that I won’t stay away anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    “Sweetheart, why did you ring the bell? You know you have your key.” My mom looks at me like I have three heads.  
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know.”  
 
    She shakes her head and brings me in for a hug. She squeezes me hard, nearly crushing me in her embrace, but as overbearing as she is, I do love my mom.  
 
    “You need to eat more. You’re skin and bones. Are you eating? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I eat. I’m here for dinner, aren’t I?”  
 
    Her brows draw together as she pulls away. “Well, you had that spell in junior high.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and walk around her into the foyer to take off my jacket and remove my shoes. My mom’s house is more like a museum. Everything is clean and white. This house is so…sterile. It’s cold and growing up here once she married Ronald, I was afraid to touch anything.  
 
    My stepfather is an oral surgeon. He likes everything bleach white just like teeth. It’s kind of creepy when you think about it.   
 
    After kicking my shoes into the closet floor and hanging my jacket, I head to the dining room. Ronald is already seated at the head of the table with his sister, Beatrice, sitting to his left and her husband, Leo, to his right. Ugh. If I had known they would be here I wouldn’t have bothered. I suppose they are nice enough, but they go on and on about their son, Troy, and how fabulous he is doing at Berkeley.  
 
    It wouldn’t bother me so much if Troy wasn’t a pig, but he’s so gross. We aren’t cousins by blood, but still, I was raised to believe he was, and when I was fifteen, he grabbed my boob and made a honking noise. I still cringe at the memory.  
 
    “Conleigh, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Beatrice crows. “Troy is at the top of his class, he’ll be following in Ronald’s footsteps before long and be joining the practice. Did you ever decide on a major?” 
 
    “Special Education, but I was talking to my dad and—” 
 
    Before I can finish, I’m cut off. 
 
    “Your dad. Isn’t he in prison?” Leo questions as though the idea of my talking to him is ludicrous.  
 
    “He is, I spent the day with him.” 
 
    “What?” Ronald looks between my mother and me.  
 
    “It’s a program for prisoners and their children. A walk with God,” I inform them.  
 
    Ronald tosses his napkin down as though I have somehow insulted him.  
 
    Beatrice’s face is pinched and Leo coughs as my mother glares at me.  
 
    “Why would you do a foolish thing like that? Ronald here is your father.” Beatrice basically jumps down my throat. “He raised you. Not that…” She waves an errant hand around. “That criminal.” Her lips pucker on the word as though my father is a vile creature.  
 
    My Nan, my paternal grandmother swore my father didn’t hurt Kerry, his girlfriend. The woman he is accused of killing. The problem with that is my dad was under the influence and doesn’t remember anything. Him and Kerry had been at a party where there were drugs and lots of alcohol and my dad apparently thought he was okay to drive when he most certainly wasn’t.  
 
    The accident report says that he hit a guardrail and the impact threw Kerry from the car. Her body landed on the freeway and my father drove off and left her. He woke up several hours later to the police beating down his apartment door to arrest him.  
 
    At first, my dad fought the charges but eventually he plead guilty.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Ronald is not my father, he’s the man that married my mother. My father is in jail, sure, but he’s still my dad. And I will see him if I want to,” I snap.  
 
    “Candice, are you going to allow this behavior?” Beatrice questions, appearing appalled.  
 
    “Conleigh, sweetie, I need your help in the kitchen.” The tone of my mother’s voice indicates just how annoyed by my behavior she is.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I say, not attempting to hide my snarky attitude.  
 
    I hate coming here where everyone is so fucking wonderful, and I am expected to live up to their standards of perfection.  
 
    Joining my mother in the kitchen, I prepare for her to berate me.  
 
    “You just had to bring your father up, didn’t you? Why do you continually throw that man in Ronald’s face after everything he has done for you. He raised you when your father abandoned you. He paid for your car, your clothes, your school. He even gives you an allowance even though you are an adult.” She shakes her head. A bleach blonde tendril escapes her up do as she takes a shaky drink of wine.  
 
    “I never asked that man in there to do anything for me. You think he does them because he gives a shit about me? He only does them because I came as part of the package. You think I don’t know how he feels about me? How he wanted me to go away to private school, so he wouldn’t have to share you with me. I’m not stupid. Just because you turn a blind eye to the dick that you married doesn’t mean that I do.”  
 
    Thwack. That is the sound of my mother’s hand slapping across my cheek. The pain radiates through my jaw and up to my eye. 
 
    “You ungrateful little bitch. How dare you.” 
 
    I hold my cheek as her stare smothers me.  
 
    “That’s me.” I shove past her as she follows me. 
 
    “Conleigh, stop. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Thanks so much for this lovely family meal. But…I’m gonna pass, and you know, maybe forget about trying to contact me again. I’ll be sure to spend even more time with my real dad now, since you’re no longer my mother.” 
 
    I’ve made it to the closet now. Grabbing my jacket, I pull my keys, my wallet, and cell phone from the pockets. Taking the debit card Ronald gave me, along with the keys to my car, and the phone. I throw them down on a table in the entryway.   
 
    “There, now you can give it all back. I don’t want or need his handout. I’ll pay my own way.” 
 
    “Conleigh, don’t be ridiculous. Do you think Ezra will support you? What are you going to do—go get knocked up so he will marry you?” 
 
    “No, because I am nothing like you. I don’t need a man to take care of me. I can take care of myself. If I can borrow the phone though, I’ll call Bailey to pick me up.”  
 
    “Whatever. Do what you want to. You won’t last a week without our help.” She looks at me with that tired expression she always gave my father, shakes her head once, and returns to the dining room.  
 
    We’ll just see about that. I’d rather work at a fast food place than have to come to her or Ronald for help. 
 
    I send Bailey a quick message, begging her to pick me up, then I walk to the end of the driveway and wait for her by the gate.  
 
    ———— 
 
    “What’s wrong with your car? Bails asks, as I get in the passenger seat. 
 
    “My mother. You know how she is.” I sigh and bang my head against the window. I’m not really in the mood to talk about it right now.  
 
    “She giving you shit still for seeing your dad?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    She smiles, sympathetic. Bailey has witnessed many of the fights I have had with my mom.  
 
    “I hope Jim will give me some more hours at the store. I’m going to need them. I just gave up my car, my phone, and my allowance.” 
 
    “Holy shit! Are you insane? Conleigh, you need your car.” 
 
    “No. Bailey, I’m sick of her thinking she can control me with their money. I can make it on my own. I already moved in with Ezra. I don’t have to worry about rent or anything. If I drop out of school, I can work another job. I have the money my grandparents left me, I could use it for a down payment on a car.” I shrug as she drives. 
 
    “Drop out of school? No, sweets. No way. You need to finish school.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything they have paid for. I can re-enroll next year and apply for financial aid.” 
 
    “It’s your life,” she says. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” I grin and turn up the radio.  
 
    I can do this.  
 
    I don’t need them or their money. 
 
    My dad would be proud of me for standing up for myself and doing what I feel is right.  
 
    When Bailey drops me off at Ezra’s, him and Holden are just getting in, and I feel pissed all over again. He told me he didn’t want to go with me to my mom’s because he was too tired from his trip.  
 
    If he wanted to go out with Holden he could’ve simply said so. I wouldn’t have gotten angry had he been honest.  
 
    Bailey takes off after mumbling how Holden is the biggest prick in the world.  
 
    They had a short run of bad dates. Nothing serious. Bailey said she never slept with him.  But she still refuses to be around him.  
 
    I follow the drunken pair inside and debate whether or not to tell Ezra about my fight with my mom.  
 
    Ezra is in the bathroom and Holden is stretched out on the couch smirking with his hand in his pants. He’s such a pig. “Wanna give me a hand?” 
 
    “Not on your life.” I shake my head. Holden is being too bold tonight. He has always teased me. Bailey thinks he has the hots for me. He only likes giving me a hard time is all. He’s always loved to make me squirm, nothing more.  
 
    I give up on any attempt to hold a conversation with him and go into mine and Ezra’s bedroom to wait for him. Stripping my sweater and skirt off, I toss on one of Ezra’s old hockey t-shirts. He used to play in high school, but he injured his knee and had to give it up. 
 
    I get into bed without brushing my teeth. I know I should go brush them, but I really only want to go to bed at this point.  
 
    Finally, when I am about nearly ready to pass out, my boyfriend emerges and flops down on the bed with a heavy sigh. “Why was Bailey dropping you off? Did you two have a girl’s night?” He props himself up on one elbow, still wearing his stinky bar clothes.  
 
    Rolling onto my side, I face him. He smiles at me and I can’t stay mad at him for ditching me for a night out with Holden. They don’t hang out like they used to. You’d think I would want Ezra to make new friends, but with Holden I know what to expect.  
 
    “Well, I was going to wait to tell you, but I kind of gave my car back to Ronald and mom. Along with my bank card and my phone. I don’t have my keys, so I will need a new one made for the apartment.” 
 
    Ezra pops up. “You did what? I must have drunk more than I thought, because you couldn’t have just told me that you gave up everything. Why, Conleigh? Why would you do that? I just got my foot in the door with my old man.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with you and everything to with the control they have had over me—my life.” 
 
    “Your choices affect me!” He jumps up off the bed and begins walking the length of the room. “You should have talked to me about it. Are they still paying for your tuition?” 
 
    Biting my nail, I go up on my knees as he stands in front of me. I shake my head.  
 
    “Jesus!” He shouts and returns to pacing. 
 
    “I don’t need their money, Ezra. I can take care of myself. I thought I would take a semester off and get a second job. I will get financial aid.” 
 
    “Maybe I can get a loan from my old man,” he suggests, but the look on his face tells me he would rather eat rusty nails. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to do that, Ezra. I would never ask you to.” 
 
    “I know, but if you drop out the chances of you going back are slim to none.”  He drops down on the bed next to me and I rub his shoulders. “What goes through that head of yours…I’ll never know.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I saw my father yesterday. And before you say anything. I don’t need another lecture. It was good for me.” 
 
    Ezra pushes my hands away and turns so that he can see me.  
 
    “Did he put you up to this?” 
 
    “What? No. I don’t know if I want to be a teacher anymore. I don’t know what I want to do with my life, and I feel so much pressure all the time. I mean look at you. Did you really want to fall straight into your father’s shoes before twenty-five?”  
 
    “Why would you even say something like that, Con? You know I have always wanted to take over the company one day.” 
 
    “I know but…wouldn’t you have liked to travel and experience life more before settling into the daily grind. I want to see the world. I want to try different jobs in new cities.”  
 
     He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Where is this coming from? I thought you were onboard with my plan.” 
 
    Ezra has a five-year marriage plan. A plan that I thought would change…maybe I was fooling myself. I feel sick to my stomach.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore tonight. I have to be up early and I’m exhausted.”  He begins unbuttoning his shirt and kicking his pants off. “Suck me off,” he says with cold eyes.  
 
    Does he really think I want to give him a blowjob right now? 
 
    “Ezra, I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “You’re my girlfriend and someday soon you’ll be my wife. I think giving me head should be at the top of your priorities.” He strokes his cock and grins. “You know what, if you want to quit school that would be okay with me, because once we are married, you’ll be staying home to take care of the kids. Mom has already been looking into a nanny like I had growing up. That way you’ll have help and can go to the gym to keep your figure.”  
 
    He can’t be serious. I don’t even know what to say to him right now. I hope it’s the liquor talking.  
 
    He grabs my hand and puts it on his hot flesh and leans into my neck and bites me. It isn’t a playful nip. It hurts, and I don’t feel turned on at all. I feel confused. 
 
    “Come on, Con, time is wasting. I need you.” He reaches up my shirt and pinches my nipple, twisting it between his fingers.  
 
    Pushing his hand away, I tell him, “Stop that. It hurts.”  
 
    “When did you become such a prude?” He scoffs and tells me to never mind. I scoot up the bed and sit and watch as he pulls up a porno on his phone and jerks off in the bed next to me as though I am not even here.  
 
    I want to tell him to go fuck himself right now but that is exactly what he is doing.  
 
    I stay quiet and go to bed with our future heavy on my heart.  
 
    Maybe moving in with him was a mistake.  
 
    Maybe we should have taken a break.  
 
    Right now, I feel as though everything in my life is spiraling down the rabbit hole.  
 
    Screw it. I get out of bed once Ezra’s breathing has evened out, and I am sure he is asleep and unable to stop me. I log into my university email and type an email to my advisor letting her know that I would like to withdraw for the semester. Maybe I will take the money my Nan left for me and travel somewhere far away from here.  
 
    Already, I feel as though a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    The next morning, I have an email from my advisor. She wants to meet with me to make sure I want to completely withdraw or apply for a deferment. With my grades, I could apply for a grant. Ronald will receive a portion of the tuition back. I schedule an appointment to talk with her and get ready for work. In the kitchen, there is a note from Ezra.  
 
    Snookem’s, 
 
    I’m sorry about last night. I had too much to drink and I was an insensitive asshole. I should have said, I’m sorry your mom can be overbearing, and I love you.  Your mom loves you. So does Ronald. We all only want the best for you. We’ll talk later, and Holden will bring a key by your work at lunch. I am leaving you the spare key to my car. You can drive it to work today. Holden is giving me a lift to the office and I will get an Uber home. I left you one of my old cell phones on the dresser, I already had it added to my account and programmed important numbers for you. 
 
    All my love, 
 
    Ezra 
 
    I groan. He must have spoken to my mother. I don’t know whether to choke Ezra or forgive him. 
 
    When I get to work, I am stuck tagging the sales racks. I hate working retail. I despise all the rude people who shop here, but I guess it pays and I should be happy I’m not working fast-food, yet.  
 
    The one perk of working here though is the employee discount. I eye the spring arrivals, daydreaming about being on a beach somewhere with a cocktail and a book while sticking red and green stickers on price tags.  
 
    “Excuse me, Miss. Do you have this in an extra-large?” The busty blonde who reminds me a lot of Mimi from The Drew Carey Show questions, her vibrant purple eyeshadow and pink lipstick exaggerating her facial expression holds up an electric blue sequined dress.  
 
    “Not in this section.  Have you checked in the plus size wear?” I don’t mean my suggestion to come off as rude, but there is always a customer who thinks she can still fit into the junior’s clothing like she did before kids and ten years of marriage.  
 
    “I’m not plus-size. I have wide hips.” She twists her nose and mouth up at me.  
 
    “Ma’am, this is the junior’s section. The sizes are tailored to fit teen girls.” 
 
    “Well, I have never.” She mocks a face of horror as though I have insulted her beyond her belief. “I want to speak to a manager,” she demands, storming off toward the perfume counter. 
 
    I sigh and go back to my task. There is no making some people happy.  
 
    Moments later, I see the woman fake crying to Ted. He’s the department store manager and I swear the guy hates me. He is always writing me up for something.  
 
    He talks with her for a moment and leads her away.  
 
    Great.  
 
    I don’t see any sign of the crazy lady or Ted before or after I return from my lunch break. Maybe I will get off with a mild warning or escape a talk with Ted completely.  
 
    By the end of my shift, there still isn’t any sign of Holden or my new key for the apartment for that matter. At least I was able to drive Ezra’s car today. He had Holden drive him to work and said he’d catch an Uber home, but he took his keys with him. I am using his spare car key. Which means I will have to rely on Holden to let me in.  
 
    When I go to clock out Ted calls me into the office. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “You called in Saturday and didn’t file the proper paperwork. You were out of days and today with the customer you upset that’s too many marks against you and I have no choice but to let you go.” 
 
    “What? You’re firing me?” 
 
    “Afraid so. I’ll need you to turn in your name tag.” He gives me a fake grimace. I know the jerk is enjoying this all too much.   
 
    I rip it from my shirt not caring if I tear a hole in it.  
 
    ——––— 
 
    Holden James is a jerk with a capital J. I wouldn’t be surprised if the dude counts the notches on his bedpost by actually carving them in the wood with a knife. I’m not sure what he does when he isn’t driving me mad other than play cards and shooting pool in the back of some dank bar, Big Mike’s Grill.   
 
    I’ve only been here a few times, and the times I was here, I wasn’t impressed. I could’ve sworn a guy was pissing in the corner. It was so gross. A couple was dry humping on a couch, and a huge fight broke out. One night, a guy was stabbed in the parking lot. After that incident, I swore I’d never go back, and Ezra promised me I wouldn’t need to. The only appeal of the place is the Saturday night open mic. It always draws large crowds, or so I have heard. My best friend, Bailey, likes going to the open mic nights. Well she used to until she kept running into Holden.    
 
    Anyway, I don’t have a key of my own still, since Holden neglected to bring one to me today. I am technically moving the last of my stuff in tomorrow. Holden was supposed to get a key made for me and bring it to me at lunch. Of course, he was a no show. I should’ve known better than to depend on him. Holden isn’t known for being dependable. I’ve never known him to keep a promise, and I gave up setting him up with my friends forever ago. I set him up with my cousin, Whitney, when she came for a visit and he took her to a strip club. Who does that? Holden James, that’s who. My friend, Carissa went on one double date with us and Holden, and she swore she’d never do it again. She said she wasn’t looking to join the long line of one-night stands that plague that man.  
 
    After three ignored text messages and thirty minutes of standing in the cold, I give in and drive to the Grill. It isn’t a shock to my system seeing Holden’s rusty tin can he calls a truck sitting in the lot. Stupid jerkface. I’d kick his ride if I weren’t afraid it’d fall apart on impact. I swear that thing is an accident waiting to happen.  
 
    I lock Ezra’s car and head inside. Once I’m through the doors, I’m hit with the wave of stale smoke. I’ll definitely need to wash my hair tonight. There’s no way I can show up to meeting my advisor smelling like ass in the morning. The Grill is your basic rundown bar that has music, cheap beer, and burgers.  
 
    As soon as you walk in the bar, there’s an ATM to the right. The middle of the room serves as the seating area and a few booths line the opposite wall of the bar. In the far back corner is a stage and small dance floor. To the left is a hallway that leads to the bathrooms and the pool hall that is in the basement where the poker games happen.  
 
    “Welcome to ladies’ night. What’s your pleasure, doll?” The man behind the bar calls in my direction as I scan the room in search of Holden. The Grill is as dirty and crowded as I remember. The appeal is all the cheap drinks. Peanut shells crunch under my heels as I step forward. The bar top is dark and that’s probably a good thing. I don’t want to think about all the germs it holds.  
 
    I really don’t want a drink but find myself in need of one just by being here. A couple of rough looking bikers are eating a pizza, smiling in my direction. I ignore them and search the booths. I still don’t see my roomie.  
 
    “Screwdriver,” I shout over the blaring of the jukebox as I Love Rock ‘n Roll starts to play. “Is Holden here?”  
 
    The guy shakes his head with a laugh as he pours my drink. “Yeah, he’s here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I don’t bother asking what he finds so amusing. I lay three ones on the bar and take my drink. 
 
    With my drink in my hand, I sip it through the tiny red straw and continue to walk further to the back and down the hall to the basement. There’s a game of poker happening but my elusive roommate isn’t sitting in any of the chairs. The guys playing don’t give me a second glance and return to their game. No one is playing pool, so I head back upstairs. I turn toward the stage, but that area is empty.  
 
    Maybe he isn’t even here. Wouldn’t be the first time he’s gone home with a stranger. Maybe he is off somewhere getting laid.  
 
    I’ve witnessed too many of his walks of shame, especially when we went on spring break together. Cancun was amazing. Other than the girls, Holden was actually kinda fun on that trip. He came to my rescue and took me swimming with the dolphins when Ezra was too hungover to get out of bed. He said it was food poisoning, I beg to differ. Not that it matters now.  
 
    I guess Holden has his moments. Right now, however, as I am walking to the bathroom isn’t one of his finest ones. As I am walking toward the ladies, he walks out of the men’s room, zipping his pants with a floozie following close behind him wiping her lips.  
 
    He brushes a hand through his sandy hair and smiles at me. Holden is gorgeous in that rough lumberjack way. His hair is never styled, but the chunky pieces that lay in misdirected sections, make it appear as though he puts in a lot of effort to get it that way. He stands over six-feet two-inches tall and is a wall of muscle. He has a face you don’t forget, a strong jaw that is shadowed by his five o’clock shadow. The man looks as if he were carved from stone by the God’s themselves. He’s truly an Adonis, until he opens his mouth.  
 
    “Con—lee,” he draws out my name in greeting.  
 
    “Key, please.” I hold out my palm only for him to lock his fingers with mine and push me back in the direction of the bar. His white tee stretches across his chest and I have to look away from his brute like muscles as they flex with the movement. I’ve known the man for a few years and still, he makes me flush at times.  
 
    “Shit,” he hisses, continuing to walk me backwards, forcing me to bump into strangers like an asshole. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re in deep shit. You’ve made my list. I’ve been trying to message you.”  
 
    He only looks at me with his steely grey eyes, giving me an apologetic smile.  
 
    “I need a key to get in.” 
 
    “My phone died.” He grins producing it from his pocket with his other hand instead of the key I desperately want. 
 
    I snatch my hand away. “I don’t want your phone. Just a key to get in the apartment.”   
 
    Some other overplayed 80’s song starts up and Holden attempts to dance with me, spilling my drink on my shirt. Typical Holden.  
 
    “Stop it!” I try to yell at him over the loud music.  
 
    “Come on.” He takes my drink from me and downs it.  
 
    Jerkface. Gah, he infuriates me.  
 
    “I was drinking that.” I nearly stomp at him.  
 
    He smirks his signature smirk that gets him his way with all the ladies, but not with me. I don’t fall under his spell.  He slowly drags his tongue across his bottom lip to capture the last of my drink. “What kind of friend would I be if I let my best friend’s girl drink and drive.” 
 
    I glare at him. “It’s like two blocks.” 
 
    “Dance with me, and I’ll buy you another.” He tries to pull me closer. He’s impossible. His thick arm cages around my waist, pulling me into his body. The heat of his body nearly ignites my clothing as he grinds against me.  
 
    My attempts to push him away with my palms on his chest go unaffected.  
 
    “You remember the first time I danced with you…I told you I wanted to kiss you.” His eyes zero in on my lips.  
 
    He wouldn’t dare. 
 
    “How much have you had to drink?” I ask, needing his attention away from my mouth. 
 
    “I’ll dance with you.” The floozie from bathroom hallway rubs her hands down his thick arms. Her red nails are chipped and her eyeliner is about an inch thick under her eyes as she peers at me with distaste over his shoulder. 
 
    Really Holden. I mentally shake my head. He could do better, but then again, I am sure he’s done worse.  
 
    He releases me, as my disgusted expression whips across his face. “See, you have a willing partner.” I try again to get what I came for. “I really need to get home and get dinner started.”  
 
     He tugs on a strand of my dark hair. “It’s ladies’ night, Con. Live a little. Big E won’t be home anytime soon. He’s probably fucking that tight ass bitch from his office. What’s her name…June.” 
 
    “Judy,” I correct him, hating that his words sting me. Judy is Ezra’s assistant and she’s gorgeous and sophisticated. She fits in perfectly in the corporate world, unlike me with my holey jeans and oversized hoodies. “Fuck you, Holden.”   
 
     “I’m game. You might as well have a good time. I’ll even stop drinking and drive you home myself. Cut loose. Get the stick outta your ass.” He smirks, and I shake my head, suppressing the urge to laugh.  
 
    Like I’d get in his death on wheels’ mobile.  
 
    “I’m going to cut something alright.” I’m about to snap on him. 
 
    He’s probably right about Ezra, getting in late. He is always entertaining a new client or working late on a project with Judy, but I trust Ezra. Even around a woman like Judy, but I was looking forward to a bath and my book. I’ve been reading the Game of Thrones books after I got hooked on the TV adaptation.  
 
    “You wound me.” He smiles and moves side to side, clutching his chest. 
 
    “I’ll just take the key, but thanks for the invitation. I don’t think your friend will like my stealing your attention.” My nose crinkles on the word friend. 
 
    “Pfftt.” He rolls his eyes. “Cheryl don’t care, do you?” He nods in her direction as she still grips his arms. 
 
    I begin to say of course not but stop myself. Ezra says I’m too hard on Holden. I don’t know why I let his antics get to me, but he seems to get under my skin. It’s as if he enjoys pushing my buttons.  
 
    “I don’t mind.” She smiles anything but friendly at me. She minds a lot, and I don’t care enough to be bothered. She’s another notch on his bedpost, I’m sure. I’ve never known him to have repeats, maybe one or two. But never a real girlfriend.  
 
    That along with him having a fling with Bailey is why I started dating Ezra. He’s safe. He won’t hurt me and use me like a guy like Holden would.  
 
    Holden begins to move his hips more, thrusting his ass backwards at his friend. It’s almost easy to get swept away by his charm. He has an easiness about him that draws you near, until you get to know him. I do know him though and the games he likes to play. So, I shake my head with a frown. 
 
    “Stop, I really need to get home.” 
 
    Holden pouts like a child. 
 
    “I have to see my advisor tomorrow. Early.” I don’t know why I’m explaining or making excuses. This is ridiculous.   
 
    “Fine, but you owe me a beer and a dance.” 
 
    I raise my brows at him, and he winks as he tucks his own key in my hand. It’s dangling from a bottle opener keyring with a picture of a pinup model on it. He’s such a pig.  
 
    Curling my fingers around the keyring, I shake my head and go home to wait for my boyfriend. Tomorrow, I’ll make my own damn key. Ezra should have gotten me one made. I shouldn’t be depending on Holden for a damn thing.  
 
     Ezra is my boyfriend, it’s his place to take care of me to an extent. He tries, I mean he did attempt to solve the problem of us not getting enough time together. Tired of hearing me complain about canceled plans, Ezra took the plunge and asked me to move in with him. I was sure we were headed for a break or a break up.  
 
    I was taken off guard when he asked, but we were at a crossroad in our relationship—take it to the next level or walk away. I was sure I was prepared to walk away until he got down on one knee and proposed that I live with him. 
 
    It seemed romantic at the time and it was, until I found out his best friend, Holden would also be living with us. I thought he meant we’d get an apartment of our own, but he only meant I would move in at Holden’s with him. Ezra and Holden have been roommates since his freshmen year of college.  
 
    I don’t know why I got my hopes up, but at least we’ve taken the next step in our relationship.  I haven’t told my mom and Ronald that I moved off campus yet. They aren’t in favor of my relationship with Ezra getting serious too fast. It’s not that they don’t like him, but they think I’m too young to be dating seriously. They want me to focus on my degree.  
 
    Something else I haven’t told them…I’m not going to pursue teaching anymore, I’ve made up my mind. I want to be a writer. Though I’m not likely to tell them a damn thing though after the shit with my mother. After this semester, I’m not sure if I’ll return for the next. I have so many ideas and no time to write the stories playing out inside my head.  
 
    Going through the motions, I prepare dinner in hopes that Ezra will be hungry when he gets in and appreciate my effort. I never get to cook for him. Living at the dorms, I only had a hot plate and a microwave. There was only so much I could do with the two.  
 
    I take a sip of wine, not wanting to tell Ezra I was fired today.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, my dinner is cold and untouched.  I keep watching out the window for headlights or listening for footsteps…anything to alert me to Ezra’s arrival. 
 
    The apartment is spacious, it’s the upstairs of an old store. Holden uses the downstairs for his business. My only complaint would be that there is only one bathroom. 
 
    It’s definitely outfitted to be a bachelor pad with a black leather sofa and matching recliner serving as the only seating in the living room. A 60-inch television serves as the focal point of the room. Any gaming console you can think of is housed underneath on an entertainment stand, along with several books full of blue-ray movie discs.  
 
    Finally, I hear someone coming up the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Holden 
 
    “Where you running off to?” Cheryl pesters at my side, as I finish my final beer of the night.  
 
    “Home. Alone,” I add on, making my intentions clear. She served her purpose, now she needs to move on.  
 
    I move to toss my empty bottle in the trash.  
 
    “Seriously, alone?” 
 
    “What I said,” I say, continuing to brush her off. I nod to Waylon as he wipes down the bar. “I’m out. Lock up for me.” 
 
    “Sure thing, man.” He gives me a chin lift.  
 
    I really need to see about hiring an extra bartender. Cheryl does okay, but she doesn’t have great tits. Tits and ass attract more men who spend money buying women drinks, trying to get laid. And they like having something pretty to look at. I don’t mind it either.  
 
    I leave Cheryl to find some other sorry bastard to take her home. I knew better than to fuck around with her, but I’m a sucker for good head. That’s one thing she does a great job at. She’s a lousy waitress. Missy should be back after she has her six-week checkup, but I’m not counting on it. Waylon said she is loving staying home with the baby.  
 
    I make my way to my truck, patting my pockets for my keyring, and then I remember my dumbass gave my keys to Conleigh. Shit, I need to walk anyway with as much as I drank tonight. I only wish it wasn’t so fucking cold outside.  
 
    Nearly four hours and six beers after Conleigh left the bar, I make my way home. Ezra’s car is parked in front of our apartment, but I doubt he’s here. If he keeps working like he does, he’ll be bald or gray by thirty.  
 
    He doesn’t deserve Conleigh. He’s all wrong for her. So many times, I have wished that the first night I met her, I’d seen her first. I wish like hell that I had never kissed Bailey. I swear fate fucked with me. Conleigh should have been with me that night and Ezra should have picked up Bailey.  
 
    Bailey gave me a thank you kiss for getting their shots and she was a little eager. I should have pulled away. I should have told Conleigh that it meant nothing and that I wanted to get to know her, because she was the prettiest fucking girl I had ever seen. I didn’t do that though because I saw the way Ezra kept staring at her. He was just as mesmerized by her as I was.  
 
    I never stood a chance all because of one dumb kiss. Conleigh has never looked at me the way I want her to. She only sees me as the jerk who pissed off her best friend.  
 
    Trudging up the stairs, my feet are heavy. I should’ve come home when Con showed up. I feel like a dick for forgetting her key. She probably thinks I did it on purpose, but I got on a roll working earlier and it really did slip my mind. I’m working on a hope chest for Waylon’s four-week old daughter.  
 
    Before I can knock to be let in, the door flies open and Con’s face falls when she sees that it’s only me.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” I mumble as she moves away from the door.  
 
    Her dark brown hair rests in a tiny knot on top of her head. She pads across the floor runner to the small dining room that separates the living room and kitchen.  
 
    “You hungry?” She says, her tone soft, but sad.  
 
    “Sure, I can eat.” I pat my stomach as she takes up a chair, tugging the oversized university sweatshirt over her bare knees. She’s wearing grey tube socks with white and navy stripes, they are sliding down her calves. She keeps adjusting them, but they keep sliding back down her tan legs.  
 
    I kick my boots off and follow her to the table.  I can hardly tear my eyes away from her silky legs.  
 
    The smell of garlic assaults my senses and I look to the table.  
 
    She wasn’t kidding. She really came home and made dinner. Garlic bread, salad, and spaghetti sits on display in the center of the table.  
 
    “You’ll probably have to heat it up in the microwave,” she tells me with a frown, as she twirls her fork in the pasta on her full plate. “The salad is probably wilted too.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I offer her a smile that she ignores. “Shoulda stayed at the Grill with me.” I observe and she pushes her plate away.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    She sighs and shakes her head. “I was fired today.” 
 
    “So, come work for me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come work for me at the bar?” 
 
    “You run the bar?” 
 
    “I own the bar.”  
 
    “You think that I would come work at that shit hole bar for you” 
 
    “I’ll pay you ten dollars an hour. Tips under the table. I need you and you need me.” 
 
    “I need to talk it over with Ezra.” 
 
    “Is he your boyfriend or your daddy?” 
 
    “That’s original.”  She rolls her eyes. 
 
    “Think about it. You’d make damn good tips.” 
 
     She nods. “I will. I’m going to bed. I’ll clean this up in the morning.”  
 
    “Sure, no problem.” I shrug and grab an empty plate, loading it up with noodles and sauce.  
 
    In the kitchen, I glance at the clock on the stove and it reads 11:15. Damn. Ezra should’ve been home by now. I put the plate in the microwave and pour a glass of milk while I wait. I hate the way he is doing Conleigh. I know that he said he made a mistake when he cheated on her with Judy, but in my gut, I know he’s still seeing her. When I dropped him at the office the other day, she was standing at the door waiting for him with a coffee and when she kissed his cheek in greeting, his hand went to the small of her back, in an intimate gesture.  
 
    Once the microwave dings, I take my plate and drink to the dining room. Maybe Ezra will come in before I finish and join me. Seems like we haven’t really hung out much lately. Shit, I see Conleigh more than I do him and she just moved in.  
 
    I was hesitant when he mentioned her moving in. This has been a bachelor pad since I first bought the building. However, Ezra swore it wouldn’t change my lifestyle, and he said it wouldn’t be long before they found something for the two of them. When I turned twenty-one I was given access to my trust fund and invested in this property. I use the basement for my workshop. I create furniture and anything really out of pallet wood. College wasn’t for me. I dropped out as soon as my funds were released. It wasn’t like I had anyone who cared to stop me.  
 
    I let that thought go and rip off the crust off my bread. It’s hard as a damn rock, but the center is soft.  
 
    As I am enjoying the meal that was cooked for another man, I can hear the faint sound of Conleigh’s sobs.  
 
    Part of me wants to comfort her, make her laugh or something, but it isn’t my place. I finish up eating and still, there is no sign of Ezra. 
 
    All this food shouldn’t go to waste, so I transfer it into plastic storage containers, sticking them all in the fridge. Then I load the dishwasher and set it to start in the morning, so it isn’t running while we are sleeping. I don’t have to wake up early, but I remember Conleigh mentioning she has an early class or maybe that was the other day. I don’t know why I care. It isn’t my place to and Conleigh has made her feelings about me perfectly clear. 
 
    When I reach the end of the hall, I can hear Conleigh on the phone with one of her friends making excuses for Ezra. This is why I don’t do relationships, it only leads to disappointment. I’ve had enough of that shit in my life. Don’t have room for more.  
 
    Lifting my shirt over the back of my head, I toss it on a chair and shove my jeans down. After kicking my socks off, clad in my boxers I get ready to crash.  
 
    Fuck, I forgot to brush my teeth. That’s the only thing that I want to change about this place, a spare bathroom. We’ve not ran into any issues yet, but then again, it’s only been a few days of having a chick live here. I never thought I’d see the day that girly shit would be lined up on my sink.  
 
    Pink fucking toothbrush, a curling fucking iron, and a makeup bag.  I stick her shit under the sink. Out of sight out of mind.  
 
    When I see her tampons under the sink…I don’t know if this is going to work.  Girl shit in my space is a big fat nope. I’ll give it time, maybe they’ll get a place of their own—soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    I toss and turn in bed, unable to find comfort. Ezra crept in more than an hour ago. He showered and crawled into bed without even acknowledging me. I wasn’t facing him, but I was awake. I thought maybe he’d apologize and try to make it up to me with sex. I assumed that was why he showered. I guessed wrong.  
 
    I know he’s tired and under pressure from his dad, but I thought with our living together and it being my first few weeks here, he’d actually be home to spend time with me. With a heavy sigh, I shift under the sheets and roll over to the middle of the bed, laying my head on his shoulder, wanting to feel his warmth…wanting to be close to him…to remind him, I’m very much here.  
 
     I want to talk to him about my job situation or lack of one. Maybe I should take Holden up on his offer to work at the bar. It’s close by and I could walk until I find a car. 
 
    Ezra shifts under my touch. 
 
    The smell of his manly soap clinging to his skin makes me feel relaxed as I snuggle closer to him.  
 
    Not even two seconds have passed before he is twisting away from me. “Too hot in here for that, C,” he grumbles. His words are like a bucket of ice water to my confidence.  
 
    I miss him.  
 
    I miss us.  
 
    Without a word, I grab my book from the nightstand along with my new to me phone. Maybe tonight, I’ll sleep on the couch. Part of me expects Ezra to call out to me and apologize, but he remains quiet.   
 
    I look back at him once more, and he doesn’t even look in my direction. His blond hair is feathered across his forehead, and I fight the urge to brush it back from his face. I could swear he’s pretending to be asleep. If he didn’t want me here why did he invite me to move in? Maybe this was too much for him…and for me. I just hate this distance that seems to be separating us.  
 
    In the living room, I take up residence on the couch and attempt to get comfortable, to no avail.  Swiping my finger across the screen of my phone, the clock illuminates 3:30 in the morning. My alarm is set to go off in three hours. What’s the point in sleeping? Instead, I make my way into the kitchen to start the coffee pot. When I get upset, I eat, so I start poking around in the fridge. It’s a terrible habit. The dinner I made sits neatly in Tupperware containers. I smile, maybe I’m being paranoid. Ezra must’ve cleaned up for me.  
 
    Maybe he really is just tired from a long week at the office. I don’t know what I expected but it wasn’t this.  
 
    There’s a couple of eggs inside the door, so I make myself a fried egg sandwich and sip on some black coffee.  I am meeting with my advisor this morning to finalize everything although I am sure she will try and convince me to stay.  
 
    After finishing my breakfast, I return to the couch and flip through my emails on my phone. I can’t believe I’m on the couch and Ezra is sleeping as if he hasn’t ignored me since I moved in. Maybe I should just hold off on getting the rest of my clothes. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to this living arrangement.  
 
     I keep refreshing my inbox, hoping that I will have an offer from a publisher any day now. Letting out a heavy sigh, I open my book and get lost for the next two hours in King’s Landing.  
 
    My alarm sounds on my phone, signaling I need to haul ass to the shower.  
 
    I tiptoe into Ezra’s—our room, to gather my clothes as quietly as possible. My boyfriend is sound asleep. It doesn’t escape my notice that he does appear to be exhausted, purple rings shade small circles under his eyes. Now I feel bad.  
 
    I gather up my clothes in my arms and slip back to the bathroom. Placing my clothes on the back of the commode, I start fiddling with the shower, adjusting the temperature of the water. At least the shower appears clean, I was expecting to need to wash the tub out before I could get in.  
 
    After stripping down, I get in and pull the curtain back. I hope I remembered to lock the door, the damn curtain is only a clear plastic liner. I’ll have to see about getting something darker…more private.  
 
    I’m busy scrubbing the shampoo through my hair when I hear the sound of the toilet lid slamming down. My eyes widen and slowly, I peek around the curtain, shielding my body. Not that it matters. Whoever is in here has certainly gotten their eyes full.  
 
    Ezra. Thank goodness.  
 
    He rubs a lazy hand through his hair. “Morning,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Morning.” I smile weakly and duck my head back under the spray of water.  
 
    “Want me to drive you to class and go on over to your dorm to grab the rest of your stuff. We can grab something to eat after.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I’m just happy that we are going to spend today together. He took the day off, which I know must have been hard to do. I’m sure his old man wasn’t happy when he put in the request. “The office was okay with you taking the day off?” 
 
    “I told them I have a dentist appointment.” I see him shrug.  
 
    I guess he hasn’t told his parents that I moved in either.  I’m not pushing that right now, not when I haven’t told mine either. Not that what they will think matters. I know I should tell Ezra I lost my job and am thinking of working for Holden, but he seems to be in a decent mood and I don’t want to ruin it. I still have to confess about school as well.  
 
    As I turn the water off, Ezra brushes his teeth. When I step out and wrap a towel around my body from the shelving over the commode his eyes narrow on me. He spits, then rinses before advancing on me.  
 
    He practically growls as he wraps his arms around me, pulling me flush against him. The water from my hair trickles down my back in cold drops and I shiver. “I’m sorry I was so grouchy when I got in. I’m so damn tired, baby.” 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    His nose brushes along my jaw, inhaling the scent of my cherry blossom shampoo. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Me too,” I whisper against his lips, needing a kiss to confirm his statement.  
 
    His hands travel down my hips to my thighs, then he squeezes my butt before lightly spanking me. “Get dressed.”  
 
    I nod, chewing on my bottom lip, still wanting that kiss, but not receiving it.  
 
    Left on my own, I continue to get ready.  
 
    As I am blow drying my hair, I could swear I can hear yelling and a door slamming. When I turn off my hair dryer the apartment is quiet again. I pick up my dirty laundry after brushing my teeth and head back to the bedroom to grab my bag. Ezra is seated on the edge of the bed, dressed for work. His head is buried in his hands and he won’t even look at me.  
 
    “Hey, talk to me.” I stand in front of him, rubbing my hand up his arm.  
 
    The touch I have been craving, wraps around me, hugging me as he pushes his head against my stomach. Crouching down, I tilt his chin up. His green eyes are so empty. “My father called, seems he’s checking up on me and knows I lied about my appointment. He told me I can come in to work, or I can find a new job.”  
 
    I sigh inwardly, knowing he doesn’t need any grief from me. I can see that he feels lousy. “That’s shitty.” I press my mouth to his. He returns my kiss and it feels lifeless, no spark, no warmth. I pull back. “It’s fine, you have to go. I can manage without you.” I smile, but even I know it’s anything but genuine.  
 
    “No, it’s not. I asked you to move in hoping it would make things better and it is only getting worse. I’m a shit boyfriend.” 
 
    “Stop beating yourself up. Things have been complicated, but I’m sure they will slow down, eventually.” 
 
     He shakes his head and I hate to see him so defeated. “I doubt it.” 
 
    “I live here now, so you will have plenty of opportunities to make it up to me.” I attempt to coax a smile from him, but it doesn’t work.  
 
    “True. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.”  
 
    Ezra brightens a small fraction, flashing me a semblance of a smile before kissing me, and this time, I feel his passion return.  
 
    “I’ll see if Bailey can help me lug the rest of my junk home.” 
 
    “Already handled. Holden is going to meet you at the dorms after your class.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” Yeah, I’ll definitely be asking Bailey. There’s no way I am counting on Holden. “Can I have your key? I’ll get a copy made today.” 
 
     Ezra looks up at me, annoyance flickering in his blue eyes. “Holden didn’t get you one?”  
 
    Shaking my head, I laugh. “Nope. I had to hunt him down at that bar last night so I could get in.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby, I would have done it myself, but I’m always a day late and a dollar short. I can’t seem to make anyone happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy,” I tell him, hoping he doesn’t notice the rise in my voice. When I lie I tend to get high pitched. However, even after two years together, Ezra hasn’t picked up on it.  
 
    “I have to go if I’m going to make it on time.” 
 
    “I’ll see you this evening then?” 
 
    “I’ll call you on my lunch break.” He proceeds to remove his door key from his keyring and hand it to me.  
 
    I move away so he can get up to leave.  
 
    Ezra doesn’t even bother with kissing me goodbye. I remember when he’d never leave me without a proper kiss. How can I be living with him and feel even further apart? 
 
    Grabbing the backup cell phone Ezra gave me, I schedule an Uber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    Holden  
 
    Tossing and turning, I attempt to get comfortable again, after being woken up by Big E fighting with his dick of an old man. I guess Ezra was supposed to have the day off to finish moving Conleigh in. Dude was in a jam so I offered to step in and help out. I even walked back to the bar to get my truck so I can do it. Thankfully, I keep a spare key in the glovebox.  I don’t know what Conleigh did with my keys last night. I can get them back later.  
 
    I shouldn’t have agreed to this shit. It isn’t my problem, but I felt compelled to do something. I still think them moving in together is a mistake, but it isn’t my relationship. I like Conleigh and Ezra is my dude, but those two don’t belong together. They don’t have a damn thing in common other than the fact that they’ve been together so long they are afraid to call it quits. That’s my opinion anyway.  
 
    This moving in together was a last ditch effort to prolong the inevitable. But since I flaked on getting Conleigh a key made this week, (I might have liked her needing me to let her in and her name popping up on my phone) I give up on sleeping in and roll my sorry ass out of bed.   
 
    Making my way to the bathroom, I sigh in relief knowing I have the place to myself.  Silence is golden. I drain my dick and shake it once before flushing. If you shake it more than once you’re playing with it.  
 
    My mind flashes to Conleigh playing with her socks last night and I get hard. I shake my head. “Nope. Not fucking going there, buddy!” I curse my dick and the bastard twitches to argue as I catch the sweet smell of her perfumed soap from her shower this morning.  
 
    I kick off my boxers and make my way to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee to wake my ass up. I usually sleep naked, but with Conleigh living here, I am trying to be respectful. However, she isn’t here now so I can enjoy my freedom. While my coffee brews I kick back in my recliner and flip on the TV to watch the morning news and check the weather. My brain is fucking with me and keeps going back to a certain pair of tan legs in those damn socks.  
 
    My dick grows harder, and I stroke it as I look at the Channel Nine weather girl. She’s kind of hot for a nerd. I concentrate on her lips as she waves a hand across the map, talking about snow. I try to imagine her mouth on me. Her red lips wrapping around my cock, but my mind betrays me, going back to my best friend’s girl.  
 
    Stroke.  
 
    Pump.  
 
    Fuck me.   
 
    I know it’s wrong, but I’m too invested in getting off to stop now.  
 
    With my cock in my hand, I make my way down the hall, and I’m a sorry bastard. I open the door to their bedroom, seeing my prize on top of the hamper by the closet. Her socks. I grab the top one, feeling a bit crazed, but I’m so damn turned on, I can’t stop myself.  
 
    I cross the hall to my room and shut my door. With my legs spread on my bed, I wrap her soft cotton grey, striped sock around my cock, relishing in the feel of it against my heated skin, imagining it’s her touch.   
 
    So fucking wrong.  
 
    Stroke. 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Grunt. 
 
    A bead of sweat breaks across my forehead as I continue to jerk my cock. The fabric rubs and slides with every motion. Precum beads at the head of my cock. 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Stroke.  
 
    Squeeze. 
 
    Hiss.  
 
    Fuck yeah. I can see her in my head, licking her lips and batting her long lashes at me. Her fingers run up her leg, then slowly pull her sock up over her knee. Then she says my name. “Holden.” 
 
    “Yeah, baby. You want my cock in your pretty little mouth don’t you. You want to be my little slut and take my dick deep in your throat. You want to suck me until I cum all in your mouth, don’t you?”  
 
    Goddamn, I’m so close. I jerk faster. 
 
    Stroke 
 
    Pump. 
 
    Squeeze. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Holden?” I hear my name. My fantasy almost seems to be coming to life.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Knock. 
 
    My eyes shoot open, landing on my doorknob. 
 
    I’m praying that I am imagining things.  
 
    Knock. “Hey, um…Holden, it’s me…Conleigh.”  
 
    Fuck! Did she hear me?  
 
    “I hope I’m not waking you. Holden? Are you there?” 
 
    Hell yes, sweetheart, I’m here. 
 
    I let out a growl. 
 
    “Holden…” 
 
    My name leaving her lips sends me over the edge and I explode, all over her sock.  
 
    “Just a minute,” I grunt out as my dick spasms, jetting my cum all over my hand. 
 
    I look down at the mess I made, and it hits me, I just choked my chicken to thoughts of my best friend’s girl. And not only that, I stole her fucking sock to masturbate with. What in the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    “I’m running late and in a hurry. My Uber was a no show and I need you to give me a ride, please?” 
 
    “I’m coming!” I snap. No, I already did that. I shake my head, wad her abused sock up in my fist and shove it in the drawer of my nightstand. I hurry and pull my jeans from last night back on. I wipe my hand across my brow. Fuck. I just smeared my spunk on my forehead. This is a damn disaster. I grab my dirty shirt from my chair and make do, using it as a rag.  
 
    I do a check in the mirror. I appear normal. Sweaty but normal.  
 
    Opening my door, I lean against the frame, so she can’t fully see me. “Hey, what’s up?” My voice comes out in a breathless whisper.  
 
    She smiles at me. Then she licks her bottom lip. My cock jerks. Fucking jerks at the sight of her teasing that lip, wishing it were my dick she was caressing with that tongue. I’ve got a serious problem. It isn’t just now hitting me how damn attractive Ezra’s girl is, I’ve wanted Conleigh since I first laid my eyes on her. I shake my head. I gotta snap out of it. I just need a good lay, that’s all.  I can’t keep having these fantasies about her. It’s been two years of this torture and now she is staying across the hall from me. I’m a dead man.   
 
    “I could really use a ride.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.”  Fuck yeah, I got something she can ride all day and all night.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot to give you your key back. I have Ezra’s, so I’ll get a copy made later today.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I snatch my keys from her hand and slam my door in her face.  
 
    Real smooth asshole. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Well, that didn’t go as expected. I know I’m not always at the top of Holden’s list, but that was downright rude. Is he mad that Ezra asked him to help me collect the rest of my things? I’m half tempted to march in his room and give him an earful, but I stop myself. I’m already running late, and I don’t want to start off living here by fighting with Holden. I’m sure we will have our moments, but I would like to avoid them if possible.  
 
    I don’t know why I let him get to me.  
 
    I grab my bag and go wait by his rusty heap for him. 
 
    The whole ride to campus he doesn’t speak. 
 
    I break the silence. “What did you mean when you said that Ezra was probably fucking Judy?” 
 
    His grip on the steering wheel tightens. “Don’t know what you are talking about.” He stares straight ahead, unable to meet my eyes.  
 
      “I took you for a lot of things, Holden, but a liar wasn’t one of them.”  
 
    “I was drunk and being an asshole,” he offers with a shrug of his shoulder, but he still won’t look at me.  
 
    An uneasy feeling burns in the pit of my stomach, and I suddenly don’t feel like meeting with my advisor. I want to tell Holden to drive me to Ezra’s office, so I can see for myself just how closely he is working alongside of Judy, but I don’t. I trust Ezra.  I do, so why am I questioning it?  
 
    We make it to campus in record time, but there aren’t any decent parking spaces near the admissions building.  
 
    “It’s fine, I can walk. Just let me out here.” 
 
    “You aren’t walking that far in the cold rain, Con, you’ll catch a cold,” Holden growls at me.  
 
    Finally, a space opens up and Holden scrambles to lock it in before someone else nabs it. I hate being late, it makes me flustered and ruins my whole day. Not that it isn’t ruined already, between Ezra having to work, Holden’s jerkface performance, and now my being late, today is perfectly terrible. I’m not impressed with the start of my day. I thought Tuesdays were supposed to be a good day.  
 
    Today is feeling a hell of a lot more like a dirty Monday.  
 
    Grabbing my bag with my form in it, I thank Holden, and I make a mad dash for the administrative offices.  
 
    If I cut through the grass it will get me there faster, at least that’s my plan until I go sliding on the wet lawn and fall on my ass. Pain shoots up my elbow and I am scared to look at my wrist and see the damage.  
 
    Tears prick in the corners of my eyes as rain pelts down on me. Today my patience is really being tested.  
 
    I give. Screw the meeting, I will reschedule.  
 
    Mortified, I begrudgingly take the hand offered to me. Holden. 
 
    I sigh in relief as he hovers an umbrella over my head. “Thanks,” I tell him, using my good hand.  
 
    “Are you okay? I saw you go flying and tried to run after you, but I wasn’t fast enough.” He’s rolling his lips inward, fighting the laughter erupting from his chest.  
 
    I offer him a weak smile. “I’ll live. My wrist is hurting, but I’m sure it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Just a little rain.” He grins again looking over my soaked appearance. “Looks like you have shitty britches.” 
 
    I flip him the bird and make the humiliating walk to my former dorm. I can hear snickers and giggles as people get a load at the mud that is marking the ass of my jeans.  
 
    Outside of my dorm, the rain has slowed to sprinkling.  
 
    “I’m gonna grab a coffee while you get cleaned up. I’ll see if I can find a closer parking space and see what we can fit into the cab of my truck. We can make a few trips if needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Holden.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    He walks off leaving me alone with my thoughts.  
 
    Inside my room, the one I shared with Bailey, for the past two years I feel nostalgic. This is the room where we grew so close. We shared heartache and laughter. The warm feeling doesn’t last long though.  My eyes land on a photo of Ezra, on my desk. We made a lot of happy memories in this room too. Ezra first told me he loved me laying on my small bed. The butterfly wings in your stomach, can’t sleep, can’t eat feeling vanishes before it can really form. That new exciting feeling is gone. I shake away the memories we’ve made in this small room and change out of my tarnished clothing.  
 
    I need to do laundry anyway when I get back to the apartment. 
 
    Holden returns still wearing a shit eating grin spread across his asshole face. 
 
    “Here I was hoping you’d still be all wet.”  
 
    “I’m not in the mood, Holden,” I warn him. 
 
    “Come on, we both know it wouldn’t take much for me to get you in the mood,” he teases as he steps into the room, sucking up all of the oxygen with him.  
 
    I can’t fight the smile that tugs on the corners of my mouth.  I shake my head and toss a bag at him. “Take this down to your truck, please.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He salutes me like a dork. 
 
    Shaking off his antics, I go back to work sorting through the rest of my belongings. 
 
    I’m making good progress when Holden starts reading from one of my notebooks.    
 
    “He wrote poetry in waves that raged against the shore of my body and then he left me to drown.  
 
    My favorite flavor is the taste of you on my lips. 
 
    Slow like honey, I want to drip my essence on your tongue.  
 
    I can’t erase the stain of your sweat from my skin…I don’t want to.  
 
    The flick of my tongue against your clit…my desire.  
 
    A hole in my soul is all that you have left me with.  
 
    You give me butterflies…with one look.  
 
    I want to steal you away, take you somewhere he never has.  
 
    I want to touch you in places he’s never been.  
 
    I want to own you…every inch.” 
 
    His voice is cool and domineering as he speaks my words as though he wrote them himself.  
 
    “Did you write this?” 
 
    I nod as my face turns ten shades of red.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s dumb?” 
 
    His eyes soften, and he steps closer to me as I go to grab my dirty wet clothes and stuff them into a bag. Holden grabs my wrist and fingers the black lace panties in my hand. “It’s hella sexy, Con.”  
 
    My body trembles as he takes the black lace garment and holds it up to his nose and inhales deeply. “Goddamn, you smell fucking good.” 
 
    “Holden, you shouldn’t…do that.”  
 
    He holds a finger to my lips and I desperately want to lick it.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t right, and you know it.”  I yank my underwear back from his hold and shove them into the laundry bag. “We should get going.” 
 
    He nods, his eyes holding my attention.  
 
    “Did you write that about Ezra?” 
 
    “What? No. It’s for a book.” 
 
    “A book?” 
 
    “Yeah, just forget about it. It’s a pipe dream.” 
 
    “You want to be a writer?” He asks as he follows me out the door.  
 
    “It’s stupid.” I shake my head not wanting to get into this right now.  
 
    “If it wasn’t about Ezra then who was it about, Conleigh?” 
 
    “I told you. It was for a book I wrote.”  
 
    His brows perk up as we wait for the elevator. “You wrote a book.” 
 
    “I did. Can we please drop it?” 
 
    The elevator opens, and we maneuver the last bags and boxes inside. 
 
    “Can I read it?” 
 
    “You want to read my book?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    My eyes narrow on him as the elevator doors close. “You like to read?” 
 
    “There’s so much you don’t know about me.” He smirks as those damn steely eyes of his smolder at me daring to trap me in their gaze once more.  
 
    God, how I wish I could find out all the things I don’t know about this man, but I shouldn’t desire to do so. I shouldn’t have the urge to press the emergency stop button and do very bad things to my boyfriend’s best friend. Especially not Holden of all people. But when he looks at me like that, like he wants to eat me alive, I can’t help the images that fly through my head of him having his way with me. The images that inspired my book.  
 
    There is no way I can let Holden read it or Ezra for that matter. Not that he would want to. He finds reading to be boring. You see, my book I submitted to the publishing houses is my deepest and darkest fantasy. It’s about a man stealing his best friend’s wife.  
 
    It’s my wildest dreams, my darkest thoughts.  
 
    It’s all the things I wish Holden would do to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    Holden 
 
    Packing the last of Conleigh’s stuff in from her dorm, I’m wondering how in the hell she ever fit so much shit into that small room. It took us three trips to get the last of her things brought in from the truck and now she is officially moved in.  
 
    Things were going okay between us and she seemed to be enjoying my company until Bailey showed up and made a wiseass crack about my polluting her air with my presence. She helped Conleigh unpack and left about ten minutes ago, thank God. I hate that snotty bitch.  
 
    I’ve had about all I can stand of chicks today when I get a call from Ezra.  
 
    “What’s up man?” 
 
    “Eh, you know playing boyfriend to your girlfriend while you slave at the office.” 
 
    “Yeah, just don’t get too comfortable, Conleigh belongs to me.” 
 
    Like I need him to remind me.  
 
    She comes down the hall with a laundry basket on her hip looking all cute with her hair pulled up on her head in her signature bun.  My eyes gaze down to her legs. She’s changed into a pair of shorts and another fucking pair of socks that slide down her calves a bit further with every step she takes. Goddamn it.  
 
    “Is it cool if I do my laundry?” 
 
    I press the phone between my ear and shoulder. “You don’t need to ask my permission, babe,” I say with a shit eating grin to piss off Ezra and remind him that if he doesn’t treat his girl right, there are other men who will. Like me.  
 
    “Watch it, Holden,” Ezra growls on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Don’t you have work to do? What do you want anyway?” 
 
    “Make sure Conleigh gets that key made today and then get lost. I have a surprise for her and don’t want your furry mug around to kill the mood.” 
 
    “Don’t dis the beard, man. Your girlfriend seems to appreciate it. She told me this morning how she wished you’d grow one.” I laugh as I feel daggers shooting across the kitchen at me as she tosses her clothes in the washer.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. Just be gone when I get home tonight.” He hangs up and I can’t help but watch as Conleigh tugs on one of those fucking socks.  
 
    She suddenly leans up as though she could feel me watching her. She blushes, and I rub my beard. “Thanks for helping me today. I am sure you had better things to do besides lug me and all my crap around.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for, right?” 
 
    “Right,” her voice comes out in a high-pitched squeak. She smiles and goes to the fridge. 
 
    “About the job, my offer still stands. You can start tomorrow. I will text you the details later.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks. Ezra won’t mind, I’m sure. I do need a job. Damn it, I still haven’t told him I was fired, and I forgot to call my advisor. Shit.” 
 
    “So, I guess whenever you want to go I will run you to the hardware store and get that spare key made.” 
 
    “You would think I would have remembered but after falling on my ass and missing my class, I guess I forgot. I promise you this won’t be a habit. I’m going to look at cars tomorrow.” 
 
    “I really don’t mind being seen with you in my truck. It’s good for the rep,” I tease. 
 
    “Maybe for yours, but I don’t need to be known as another notch on your bedpost.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” She rolls her eyes and continues poking around in the fridge.   
 
    “Yeah.”  I let out a sigh. “I’ll be down in the shop. Just whenever you want to go…you know what, I’ll leave my keys on the counter you can drive yourself.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “You can’t hurt Tank.” 
 
    “Wait…you named your truck Tank?” 
 
    “Yup,” I call out over my shoulder. 
 
    I don’t want to be another notch on your bedpost.  Her words echo in my head as I stomp my way downstairs to my shop. I don’t need this shit, especially from her. She thinks I don’t see the way her eyes smile at me. The way goosebumps pebble across her skin when I touch her or hell, how I see the way her pulse spikes because her chest rises faster and faster. She’s attracted to me. It scares her. Fuck, it scares me too, because I thought I had accepted she was Ezra’s girl. We’ve both kept our distance since the first night we met. Because Bailey saw me first.  
 
    Taking my aggression out the only way I know how, I grab my hammer and crowbar.  
 
    Board by board, I tear the old pallets apart, trying to shove Conleigh fucking Meyers out of my head. It was easy to do when she wasn’t living here. Now I am surrounded by her constantly prancing around in her fucking socks. I swing the hammer, knocking a board loose. The next one is stubborn, and I need the crowbar to pry the damn thing off.  An image of her upstairs bending over to put her clothes in the dryer flashes in my head and I have to fight the urge to go up and catch a glimpse of her again.  
 
    Aggravated, I wipe the sweat from my brow with an old shirt laying on a nearby workbench. I need to finish up the chest for Waylon’s baby.  
 
    Grabbing a rag, I stand in front of the shelf where I store my paint and stain when I hear my truck fire up.   
 
    Next, I hear the grinding of the clutch. Shit, I hope she can drive a standard. I didn’t think to ask her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    It took me a few tries, but I finally got the gist of changing gears and made it to the hardware store without stalling. I am kind of proud of myself. When I get back, Holden is still down in his shop. The door is open, so I walk in to give him his keys. I’ve never been down here before. There’s stacks of wood all around, of all different colors and sizes. There are saws of different makes and they make me nervous. I can’t help but think of Holden nearly sawing off a finger or something in here.  
 
    Looking around at the different projects he has started, I never knew he was so talented. Did he build these chairs and tables?  
 
    I hear the grinding of a sander and follow the sound until I find the source.  
 
    Holden is shirtless with a belt sander in hand going over the edges of a chest. My eyes aren’t on that chest though, they are on Holden’s pecs. Good lord the man is in shape. Sweat ripples down his abs, leading to the V- shape that vanishes beneath the waist of his jeans and the trail of hair that leads to other places. One place in particular, but I shouldn’t be thinking such wicked thoughts about Holden of all people.  
 
    He looks up, catching me staring at him, and I don’t dare look away because he has already caught me. The sander shuts off and he sits it to the side. “Did you need something?” He lets out a grunt and takes the cap off a bottle of water, chugging half then dumping the rest over his head.  
 
    “Um…” I wet my lips, suddenly feeling hot and thirsty. Saw dust forms clumps in his hair and on his torso. I fight the urge to dust them off as beads of water race down his neck. “Keys.” I clear my throat. “I have your keys.”  I reach them out to him and when his fingers close in brushing against mine I feel like I have been shocked. I swallow, feeling strange…sweaty even. Sweet lord my panties are wet. What’s wrong with me? 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, eyeing me curiously.  
 
    Does he know I’m turned on? My cheeks flush and his brow furrows.  
 
    “So, um…did you build all this stuff?” I ask waving my hand around at all the different pieces.  
 
    “Yup.” He fires the sander up again and goes back to work. I should go upstairs and finish my laundry, but my feet won’t move. I watch Holden work, but mostly I look around his shop, taking in all the different items he has created by hand. And what strong large hands he has.  
 
    The sanding has stopped, and he is sucking up the dust with a hose. His eyes though…those stormy eyes are centered on me. His gaze is so intense it forces me to look away. My eyes land on two wooden butterflies and my hand instinctively goes to my arm where I have a matching tattoo. Walking over to them, I reach up to touch them, taken aback by the detail that has gone into the pattern of their wings.  
 
    “Did you make these?” I call out.  
 
    My question is met with the heat of Holden at my back. There I go, biting my damn lip and chewing on the inside of my jaw to keep from turning around to that damn bare chest of his.  
 
    “I made them for you,” his gruff voice whispers against the shell of my ear and my arm touches the wall of his sweaty chest. Sawdust grits against my skin and I am afraid to move. I don’t know what’s coming over me today.   
 
    “Why?” I dare to ask. 
 
    “Because I knew you’d like them. Figured I’d give them to you someday.” 
 
    “And why haven’t you…given them to me?” 
 
    I have to turn and see his face. 
 
    He appears angry but as lost as I feel right now. Why is he mad? 
 
    “Did I do something?” I side step from his glare as it pierces through me and looking at him now, maybe I misread him…he’s hungry for something, possibly me? 
 
    I would be a liar if I said I didn’t know Holden found me somewhat attractive. The first night we met he told me he wanted to kiss me, and God did I want him to, but it would have ruined everything. I’d be a liar if I also said I hadn’t wondered what would have happened if he did kiss me.  
 
    It’s just as I have imagined. The way he is looking at me right now as he takes a step closer.  
 
    “Is it uh…hot in here?” I step back looking around, not knowing my way around the room.  
 
    “I feel fine. What’s the matter, Conleigh?” He takes a step forward and I feel all his usual joking is aside.   
 
    “I’m just gonna go finish my laundry.” I turn to leave when his voice pulls me back.  
 
    “It’ll never last. You and Ezra. We both know that first night at the bar who should’ve taken you home. It sure as hell wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?  For two years, Holden. Two years I have watched you fuck anything that moves. Why bother with me now?” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve you.” 
 
    I shake my head as tears threaten to fall.  
 
    “Go fuck yourself.”  
 
    As I am walking up the stairs, he comes through the door. “I did that this morning with your sock!” 
 
    I slam the apartment door and go straight to mine and Ezra’s room, locking the door behind me.  
 
    We need to get our own place.  
 
    —–—— 
 
    At some point, I must have dozed off. I wake up to the light tapping of a knock on the bedroom door. “Con, let me in, baby.” Ezra.  
 
    Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I am still on edge over Holden’s strange behavior. Perhaps he was drinking.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, unlocking the door and allowing him into the room.  
 
    “Were you sleeping? Why was the door locked?’ 
 
    “I must have dozed off and just habit from the dorms I guess.”  
 
    “Well, get dressed. I have a surprise for you.” He smiles and ushers me toward the closest. “Wear something nice.” 
 
    Wear something nice. He sounds like my mother. Ugh.  
 
    “How nice? Where are we going?” 
 
    “Dinner. I have a client meeting us for a drink, but he won’t stay long.” 
 
    I sigh. I thought he was taking me out, but what he really means is he wants me there as eye candy. I’d rather stay here and write.  
 
    Ezra brushes past me, going into the closet and pulling out my signature little black dress. “I was thinking this would be perfect. You know I love it on you.” 
 
    I want to say to him, and you know how much I hate dressing up, but I refrain. I smile and take the dress from his extended hand.  
 
    Ezra eyes his watch as though he is in a hurry and I am slowing him down. I hate when he does this. He plans a date and doesn’t tell me he has reservations and conveniently has a client who stays through the whole damn meal. I guess it is sweet that he is trying to include me and balance our relationship and his career, but I usually end up sitting there bored and listening to them discuss business while I look pretty. I hate it and would rather stay home. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    When we get to the restaurant our table isn’t ready, so we are seated at the bar where Judy and some older guy in a suit that looks like it costs more than I will ever make in ten years joins us. I sip on a cocktail while they talk business. I can’t help but notice the way Judy’s eyes seem to linger on Ezra a moment too long or how she finds a way to touch him on the arm briefly every few minutes.  
 
    Maybe I am paranoid or simply feeling guilty for having sexual thoughts about Holden.  
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the ladies’ room,” I tell Ezra and he doesn’t even look at me. He waves his hand over his shoulder with his back to me and continues talking. Bastard.  
 
    I go to the bathroom and go straight for the largest stall in the corner. What I really want to do is go home, but I find myself typing notes on my phone for the follow-up book to my love triangle book. I am still holding onto hope that someone will love it. As I type away lost in my fictional world I hear a woman talking on the phone.  
 
    “It’s pretty pathetic that she’s so blind. I mean, he hasn’t said three words to her since I arrived. He’s only with her because her stepdad is some big shot surgeon and promised to take out a huge ad with him. He doesn’t want to lose the account. I’ve been fucking him for months. She’s a doormat.” 
 
    She continues rambling on, but I can’t listen to anymore. I peer through the crack between the door and the wall, but I can’t see her. However, I recognize her nasally voice. Judy, Ezra’s fucking assistant. She did this shit on purpose. Well, fuck her. Though I suppose Ezra has already. With my head held high, I plaster a smile on my face and go for the sink, ignoring her as she applies her lipstick feigning a shocked expression.  
 
    I make for the soap and accidentally elbow her, causing her to smear her lipstick down her chin. “Oops,” I call out, not bothering to hide my pleased smile. 
 
    “It’s fine.” She grabs a tissue and dabs at the red line.  
 
    I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to do. I should be upset. I should want to bash her head into the sink, but I don’t. I feel eerily calm. I simply smile at her and dry my hands. She keeps glancing at me, waiting for me to make a move or say something, but that is what she expects me to do. Get upset and do or say something to justify her means. Not happening.  
 
    I rejoin Ezra at the bar and go for my drink with a shaky hand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He questions and it’s now that I notice he is alone.  
 
    “Never better.” I down the rest of my drink and beam at my no-good piece of shit cheater of a boyfriend.  
 
    “Judy and Mr. Malvoy said it was lovely to see you. Our table is ready.” He places his hand at the base of my back, and I cringe while wondering if his hands have been on Judy today.   
 
    He guides me to the hostess podium to be shown to a table. One where his parents and mine are seated.  
 
    “What’s going on? I hiss. 
 
    “It’s a surprise. Don’t ruin it.” 
 
    The alcohol I consumed moments ago lurches in my belly and I feel ill.  
 
    “Conleigh, are you quite alright, you look positively sick,” my mother pesters with fake concern.  
 
    “Must be something I ate earlier.”  
 
    Ezra’s mother, Monica looks at my mother with a knowing glance. She must’ve told her about the three months in middle school I suffered from bulimia. I’m sure she failed to mention it was from all the stress she was putting on me to look good in my cheerleading uniform.  
 
    “Well, have a seat,” Ronald insists as Ezra pulls out my chair.  
 
    “Thanks,” I tell my scummy boyfriend with a clipped tone, trying to fight the urge to leave right now.  
 
    “How’s that campaign coming?” Ronald asks Ezra once he has taken his seat next to his father, Corbin.  
 
    “What campaign?” I hedge.  
 
    “Didn’t Ezra tell you? He’s handling all my advertising now. As my future son-in-law, I feel it best to keep business in the family.”  
 
    I cock my head towards Ezra. “Why didn’t you say anything, sweetie?” 
 
    “It was meant to be a surprise, but I had a brilliant idea that will save Ronald thousands and give me a reason to do this.” He pushes his chair back and our parents fall silent.  “Conleigh Nicole Meyers,” he says, going down on bended knee and taking my hand in his. Suddenly a violinist appears at our table and the whole dining room goes quiet. “I never knew I could love someone as much as I do you. From the moment I met you, I knew you were special. I said to myself, I’m going to marry her, and she is going to give me beautiful children. I wanted to wait until you finished school, but why wait when I know what I want. I want you to be my wife, Conleigh. Will you marry me?” I watch in horror as he pulls a ring box from his pocket. He opens it and looks at me expectantly.  
 
    I always imagined when Ezra popped the big question that our families would be present just as they are now. I thought we, Ezra and I, would both even shed a few happy tears. However, nothing about tonight feels joyous. Nothing about tonight feels right. It feels forced. His words sound well-rehearsed and fake. I can’t believe he is pulling this right now.  
 
    “She’s speechless,” my mother interjects.  
 
    “The ring belonged to Corbin’s mother. It’s a rare diamond,” Monica offers as though it will weigh on my decision.  
 
    Ezra is holding the ginormous rock, ready to slip it on my ring finger. Everyone is staring at me and the room is spinning in slow motion. I feel like I am on a tilter world amusement park ride. An image of Judy looking like a clown with her red lipstick smeared across her lips flashes behind my eyes.  
 
    My phone buzzes from my clutch and I don’t know why but I grab it with everyone watching me like a sideshow.  
 
    “Conleigh. What are you doing?” My mother grabs a hold of my arm as I see Holden’s name on the screen.  
 
    Holden: Be at the bar around 11 am tomorrow to begin your training. 
 
    Dear God, is this a sign to say the hell with Ezra? 
 
    A red number one is glowing on my inbox for my email. I click it as Ezra growls. “Conleigh, I am asking you to marry me. Put down the damn phone. You’re making me look like a goddamned fool.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock. It’s from a publisher. They want my book.  
 
    I look at Ezra and he squeezes my hand growing impatient.  
 
    “Marry you. Aren’t you asking the wrong idiot!” I snap.  
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” I hear Ronald asking. “First the car and her phone. Is she on drugs?”  
 
    “What I am is an idiot who was informed moments ago that her boyfriend was fucking his assistant behind my back, while unable to breakup with me because he was afraid it would cost him a huge account with my stepfather.”  
 
    Monica’s hand goes to her mouth. Ezra gets up from the floor and my mother shoos the violinist away.  
 
    “What are you talking about, cheating on you. Why would I ask you to marry me? Who told you this?” He demands.  
 
    “I overheard Judy on the phone while I was using the restroom. Why would she say it if it weren’t true?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. I swear to you Conleigh, I don’t know why she would say such things. I’ve never gave her any reason to believe any of that to be true. I asked you to marry me because I love you and want to spend our lives together.” 
 
    “You said that Ronald’s campaign led you to asking me, so why is that?” 
 
    “I thought we could use our engagement photos for the advertisement. You have such a beautiful smile, I thought the whole world should see it and see our love.” 
 
    “By advertising my stepdad’s practice?” I laugh.   
 
    “Why don’t you take her on home,” Monica suggests.  
 
    “That’s a great idea. I will get a cab,” I announce, pushing my chair back. “As always, it was nice to see everyone,” I exclaim with mock enthusiasm.  
 
    “Conleigh, wait.” 
 
    I stop and give him one chance. “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “It was one time,” he admits. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Thank you.”  I spin around and make my exit. Outside of the restaurant, I go to make a call for a cab and realize that even my phone isn’t my own. I’ll fix that tomorrow.  
 
    I should go to the dorm and stay with Bailey, but I stupidly moved the rest of my shit in with Ezra like an idiot.  
 
    “Conleigh, please just give me a chance to explain. At least let me drive you home.” 
 
    “I gave you two years of my life, Ezra, two years! All you had to do was be honest with me. Why did you ask me to move in with you? Why did you just propose?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to lose you. You’re everything to me. I swear on everything, I only want to make you happy, Con. That’s all I want.” 
 
    I nod, unable to find my voice. The valet brings the car around and I allow Ezra to drive me home in silence. I don’t know what to say. I keep replaying our conversation over in my head. I wish I could say I believe him, but out of everything he’s said, there are two things he didn’t say.  
 
    He didn’t apologize and he damn sure didn’t promise it wouldn’t happen again. He says it was one time as though that somehow makes it okay.  
 
    When we get to the apartment, Ezra shuts the car off and locks the doors, keeping me from exiting the vehicle. He attempts to take my hand in his and I pull away. Right now, I can’t bear for him to touch me.  
 
    “I need space, Ezra.” 
 
    “I understand. Just promise me that you will think about our future, Con. I love you, always.” 
 
    “I will,” I tell him, unsure of what tomorrow will hold. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Holden 
 
    “Hey, Holden,” Cheryl purrs, running a hand down my arm.  
 
    Shrugging her off, I look to the door as it bounces back from the force of Ezra barreling his way in. “Not now,” I tell her. “Not ever again.”   
 
    “Fuck you, Holden.” 
 
    “You’d like to.” I smirk and head to the end of the bar to see what’s up with Big E.  
 
    One look at his long face, I know something is wrong.  
 
    He lays a hundred-dollar bill on the counter and says, “Tequila, keep it coming.” 
 
    My stomach churns, but I do as he asks. He doesn’t do well with the stuff, but he’s a grown ass man and I’m not his keeper. After he knocks back three shots, I ask him, “What’s going on, man? You lose a big account or something?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “You warned me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Conleigh. I proposed, and she found out about Judy. I fucked up, but she’ll forgive me. She has to.” 
 
    Fuck. I set this in motion. I’m a lousy prick. A selfish bastard because my first instinct is to go after her, my best friend’s girl and comfort her. I want to take her in my arms, tell her she is better off without him, and fuck her senseless.  I don’t do those things though. I come around the bar and take up the stool next to Ezra.  
 
    “A girl like Conleigh, man…she’s one in a million.” 
 
    “What would you know about her? You wouldn’t be able to nail a girl like Conleigh if she was the only woman on earth.” 
 
    My blood boils. She should have been mine from the start. “That a challenge?” I take a shot of my own.  
 
    “You really think my girl would have you?” He scoffs and tosses two more shots back. 
 
    “You being serious right now?” He doesn’t want to challenge me on this. Not right now. Not when I know she’s hurting because he’s a dumbass who can’t keep his dick in his pants.  
 
    “Sure, why not. You think you can have her, go for it. I fucked up bad. She will get past this.” 
 
    “You’ve had too much to drink. I’m cutting you off.” 
 
    “No, I’m serious. She needs to get me back. We need to be even. She needs one night to get this shit out of her system.” He spins a shot glass around the bar top and looks at me with glossy eyes. “You should do it. Go home right now and see if she will fuck you. Then when she feels like she’s gotten revenge out of her system, she’ll be ready to marry me.” 
 
    “Do you even hear yourself right now and how fucked up that logic sounds.”  
 
    “Look, man, she’s a good girl. I can make this shit right for her and after we’re married, we’ll get a house in the burbs, and I can have Judy in an apartment in this city.”  
 
    I wasn’t even considering what he said but this shit royally pisses me off. How can he sit here and say this shit about the woman he claims to love? He doesn’t plan on stopping this shit with Judy. He doesn’t deserve a girl like Conleigh. He wants me to fuck her, but not happening. I’m going to steal her away from him. He might be my friend, and I know it makes me dirty as fuck, but Conleigh deserves to be with a man who respects her. A man who will treat the way she deserves, like a queen. My queen.  
 
    “So, you’re saying you want me to walk out of my bar right now and go to the apartment and seduce your girl so she will forgive you for fucking around.” 
 
    He points the empty shot glass at me and says, “Bingo.”  
 
    “Okay…I’ll do it.” I pour him another shot and then say fuck it, handing him the bottle.  “Help yourself, man.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Holden.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s me.” I shake my head. “Waylon. Make sure he gets a cab and close up tonight.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.”  
 
    Climbing into my truck, I don’t know what I am doing.  He just gave me his blessing to fuck his girl. What’s wrong with him? He can’t love her. If I had a girl like Conleigh I’d want to cut out the eyes of every man who even dared to look at her.  
 
    ———— 
 
    When I got home, Conleigh was curled up on the couch with a bottle of wine. Those fucking socks she drives me wild with were sliding down her legs. It would have been easy to take advantage. It would have been easy to seduce her in her heartbroken state, but I didn’t do that.  
 
    Taking up her feet in my hands, I place them on my thighs as I sit down. She looks at me with teary eyes as I rub her feet and tug her socks back up to her knees.  
 
    “Rough day?”   
 
    She snorts and wipes her face with the sleeve she has balled up in her fist. Her dark hair is in that tiny knot on her head that I would love to rip down and comb my fingers through as I kiss her like there is no tomorrow.  
 
    “I got an offer.” 
 
    “What?” Did he call and tell her what he told me to do at the bar? 
 
    “My book. I got an offer.” She smiles.  
 
    I clear my throat. That isn’t what I was expecting, but it’s good. More than good. “That’s great, Con. Told you your words were good.” 
 
     She rolls her eyes at me. “You read one passage.”  
 
    “You gonna let me read the whole thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Are you gonna take the offer. What did they say?” I genuinely want to know. My fingers continue brushing up and down her sock, wishing I could peel them off her and kiss my way up her body, tasting every inch of her. 
 
    “I turned down the offer. It’s not a good deal. I talked it over with a friend I made online, she’s a writer. She’s big time. Her first book sold one million copies and she’s so amazing at giving me advice,” she spiels. 
 
    “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “You know you are the first person who has ever told me that about my writing.”  
 
    “Well, I mean it. We should celebrate.” 
 
     She scoots further down on the couch and stretches her legs out, pointing her toes toward the wall. My hand automatically moves above her knee. Her skin is so damn silky, smooth…tempting. “What do you have in mind?” She asks, raising a brow at me and reaching me her wine.  
 
    “I don’t drink this shit.” I grin and move my hand before I move it to the hem of her tiny shorts she’s wearing. I take the bottle and sit it on the coffee table.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m kind of tired anyway.” She pulls her feet back and sits up, stretching her arms over her head. The shirt she’s wearing rides up over her stomach, showing off another butterfly tattoo on her hip bone.  
 
    “Why do you love butterflies so much?” I trace my finger over her blue winged ink and she shivers.  
 
    She beams at me. “My dad. My real dad. Not that dick, Ronald that my mom is with now. When I was a kid, he’d get me on the weekends and he would take me to the butterfly garden. He always called me his little caterpillar. Anyway, it was the only time where it was just me and my dad and it seemed so magical. Like we were in another land. A place where no one could take me away from him. I wanted to live with him, but he fucked up and he’s in prison.”  
 
    “Damn, that sucks. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shrugs with a sad smile. “It is what it is. I made my peace with him a long time ago. I actually visited him the other day. I got to spend the day with him. It was the first time I had seen him in thirteen years,” she confides, and I want to wrap my arms around her.  
 
    “That must have been intense.” 
 
    “It was nice. My mom wasn’t too happy with me and well, that is one of the reasons I was fired. I called in to spend the day with him and well. I could use that job, if the offer still stands.”  
 
    “I’d do anything for you, Conleigh. Does Ezra know about this book deal?” 
 
    She shakes her head, tugging her bottom lip between her teeth. “Ezra is complicated. I shouldn’t even be here tonight. Not really. Not after everything that has happened.” 
 
    I need to hear the words come from her mouth. I want her to say she’s done with him. “What happened?” 
 
    “Can I talk to you about it and you be…I don’t know…unbiased.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I demand.  
 
    She tucks those sexy legs up under her butt, turning to face me. “You were right. About Judy. He swears it was the one time. One time too many for me. He had both our parents there and had the nerve to ask me to marry him. He wanted to use our engagement photos for an advertisement for my stepdad’s practice.” She scoffs, and I have to agree that was a dick move.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”  
 
    “You’re his friend. I don’t hold you at fault for his choices. Tell me this though. Was it more than once?”  
 
    I look away from her. I shouldn’t be talking about this shit with her. I should get up and walk away. I should go to bed. I should do anything but tell her what I say next. “He’s still fucking her, and he doesn’t plan on stopping.” 
 
    “Thank you for being honest with me. This is the shit I would have expected out of you. You know that’s why I…never mind.” 
 
    “Why you what? What were you going to say?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Holden. I guess I got what I deserve for playing it safe, taking the easy road.”   
 
    I grab her wrist and take her hand in mine, rubbing my thumb across her knuckle. “It matters to me. What easy road?” 
 
    “That night, at the bar. The night we all first met. I wanted you to kiss me. On the dance floor.” She looks away, her cheeks tinted a pale pink.  
 
    Inside, I am pumping my fist in the air. She wanted me too. “You thought I would hurt you?” 
 
    “I knew a guy like you would be the death of me. I knew Ezra was sweet, the boy next door. You were a storm. A storm to be reckoned with. I’ve seen the path you’ve left behind since I met you, Holden. I just never guessed Ezra was like that. I mean, I am not dogging you, because at least you own what you do. You’re honest and I respect that.”  
 
    “You want some honesty?” 
 
    Conleigh stares at me quizzically.  
 
    “Ezra told me to come here tonight and fuck you because he thought I couldn’t. He thinks that if you fuck me, you will forgive him.” 
 
    “What?! Are you serious right now?”  
 
    “Sadly, no.”  
 
    “That’s what he wants? He wants me to fuck you so he doesn’t feel guilty, is that it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.”  
 
    “Is that what this is tonight, you trying to get me in your bed?”  
 
    “No, I won’t fuck you unless you ask me to and not to get back at Ezra. If and when we fuck, Conleigh. It will be because you want to, not because you want revenge.” 
 
    “What makes you think I won’t ask you? Maybe that’s exactly what I need tonight.” 
 
    I scoot closer to her and tilt her chin up, forcing her to look in my eyes. “If that’s what you want from me. A cheap, meaningless night. I’ll fuck you and you can go back to the fantasy life with Ezra. It will be like we never touched, but if I fuck you, Conleigh, you’ll feel my touch every damn day the rest of your life and wish you had given me a real shot.”  
 
    “What are you saying, Holden? You want to be with me?” 
 
    I shake my head and run my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. Maybe.”  
 
    “It would never work between you and me.” She pulls away and stands up.   
 
    She holds her hand out. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go where?” I eye her, certain she isn’t going to ask me.  
 
    “Take me to bed, Holden. Be my cheap thrill. Be my revenge, but one condition.” 
 
    I swallow. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t want Ezra to know. This isn’t about him. It’s about you and me and putting right what should have been two years ago.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Fate. You were meant to break my heart, Holden.  I wasn’t all that upset when Ezra confessed about Judy. I was more upset that I never found out what it would be like to kiss you.”  
 
    I don’t think twice. I take her hand and pull her onto my lap. I wrap my fingers up in that messy knot on her head and yank her hair free. I comb my fingers through her thick waves as they tumble down her back and I crush my lips to hers.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared for this, but fuck me I am going to enjoy it. I’ll show her how damn good it could be with me and she will never go back to him. I won’t fuck her like I said unless she asks me to, but I will damn sure enjoy getting her off. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Conleigh  
 
    I don’t know what I am doing. Maybe I have finally gone off the deep end. I feel reckless. I feel free as Holden ravishes my mouth with his. I never knew how damn good kissing him would feel. I know what Holden is about. We’ll do this, and I will be what I swore I would never be—a notch on his bedpost.  
 
    I’m okay with that. It’s what I want. No one will ever hurt me as much as I have hurt myself by believing in the wrong man. Ezra is the wolf in sheep’s clothing and I am an idiot, but that’s okay. Tonight, I will give myself to Holden and set the world right again.  
 
    Two years ago, I should have let Holden kiss me. I should have had one night with him. I should have been upset when he never called and then I should have moved on with my life. Maybe Ezra would have fell in love with Bailey and she could have been the girl to give him what he wants in life, the family and white picket fence. The docile wife who stays home while he fucks around and she raises their kids. Because that is what Bailey wants. A marriage and kids…the house…the American dream. Maybe I am just drunk and will regret this tomorrow. Maybe my logic is fucked up but right now it is how I feel. Maybe I need to get Holden out of my system. Maybe he needs to get me out of his just as badly.  
 
    His tongue sweeps against mine, tasting and teasing. He’s a divine kisser. His large hands cup my ass as I straddle him. His beard rubs against me creating a delicious friction. Ezra’s face is always baby butt smooth. I push thoughts of him away. He doesn’t get a part in this. This has nothing to do with revenge. I lied, it has everything to do with Holden and me.  
 
    I rock into him, needing so much more than I am getting. I want him to make me forget this day. He moves his lips along my jaw, searing a trail down my neck. I go for his shirt, wanting to feel that sexy, muscular body pressed against mine.  
 
    His tongue flicks against my ear. “Slow down. If this is all I will ever have of you, I want to take my time.” 
 
    I shudder as he lifts me with him as he goes to stand. His erection presses against me. He’s so damn hard.  
 
    “Take me to your bed.” I can’t do this in the bed I share with Ezra.  
 
    He grunts his agreement and carries me down the hall as I cradle my arms around his thick neck. Words aren’t needed. Our bodies are doing the talking.  
 
    He places me on the edge of his bed, goes down on his knees, and so slowly places a single kiss on my right thigh. His fingers go to the top of my sock as he eases the cotton down my calf, trailing the path with his tongue. My panties are soaked as his whiskers prick my legs.  
 
    He continues to do the same with my other leg, only this time he kisses his way up my left thigh. My fingers thread through his hair, tugging him closer to me. His palms are braced on my thighs as he moves his fingers up further, edging along the seam of my panties.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re already soaked. Get these shorts off. I want to see your glorious pussy. I want to see all of you.” 
 
    I don’t hesitate and lean back on my elbows, giving him access to remove the booty shorts I love to sleepin. Holden shimmies them off and I lift my shirt over my head, leaving me in nothing but my panties.  
 
    “Now you. I want to see you too, Holden.” 
 
    He smiles at me, a smile that could outshine the sun. He really is a gorgeous specimen of a man and tonight, for just tonight, he belongs to me. I’ve not been with anyone other than Ezra. I know it sounds kinda lame that he was my first and at times I thought he would be my last. Maybe he will be, and Holden can be my in between.  
 
    He comes down over me on the bed, supporting his weight with his forearms. He gazes into my eyes and my heart skips a beat. Holden isn’t looking at me like a woman he wants to fuck. He is staring at me like I am the only woman in the world, the woman he loves. That can’t be though. He isn’t supposed to care about me. I don’t want Holden to be in love with me, because deep down somewhere deep within me, I know that just maybe I might love him too. I don’t even know how or when, it’s just something I feel, but can’t bring myself to think about right now. Not when his fingers are working on ripping my panties off. And that mouth of his, his mouth is seducing my nipple. Sucking the pebbled skin between his teeth, Holden nibbles gently, until it hardens into a point. He lets go with a popping sound and repeats the motion with the other as he rakes those large hands down my torso. His facial hair scratches across my belly as he works his way down to the heart of my fire. He hasn’t even fingered me, and I am already near climaxing from his torturous lips. Finally, he rubs a languid finger over my clit and proceeds to spread my pussy lips and stare at me.  
 
    Those thick, calloused fingers from working in his shop, rub and pet my pussy, spreading my arousal over my heated flesh. Holding up a finger, he licks it clean. “You taste better than I imagined.”  I can’t help but blush. Ezra never comments on how good I feel or taste for that matter. It is always about giving him the pleasure he seeks. Holden is taking his sweet time, making this all about me and my needs.  
 
    Running my fingers up and under his shirt, I feel his muscles tense and flex as he inserts a finger in me, sliding it in and out at a leisurely pace. Everything in me feels tight with need. I am aching for him to put me out of my misery as his mouth feathers kisses over my hot aching clit, his tongue snaking out and licking me here and there, driving me mad with pleasure. One hand comes back up and plucks at my tender nipples, neither being forgotten or feeling the least bit neglected under his attention.   
 
    Holden definitely knows how to please a woman. He laps at my pussy greedily, his licks increasing quickly. His finger thrusts in and out of me in time with his tongue, and I am free falling as tremors rake through my body, exploding in my core. He adds a second finger as his lips cap over my clit, sucking on my tender flesh as he did with my nipples, teasing me with his teeth and tongue.  
 
    My hips arch up as my nails dig into his scalp. “Oh fuck, Holden, I can’t take it anymore. Fuck me. Please,” I whimper, the pressure below increases as he scissors his fingers inside me, stretching me and hooking one of the digits until he finds my g-spot, making me orgasm.  
 
    Letting go of his hair, my hands fall to the bed as my climax wrecks me completely, turning me into a puddle of goo on his bed. Just when I think he’s finished he comes back at me, licking and sucking my throbbing pussy, taking me further over the edge as I gasp for breath. He licks me from ass to clit, gripping my hips, holding me in place. Though I am not sure I could move if I wanted to. 
 
    His fingers pinch my clit and his other hand comes down, smacking my pussy. I moan both shocked and loving the way he is dominating my body, knowing exactly what I need to keep riding the wave of desire. 
 
    “Your pussy is all swollen and pretty for me, Conleigh,” he says, gazing up at me through hooded eyes. 
 
    “Please, Holden, I want you inside me. I’m on fire.”  I am too, I am burning. It feels as though someone is raking a hot poker over every nerve ending in my body and the only way the sweet agony will stop is if he gives in and fucks me.   
 
    He wipes his mouth on the comforter, grinning at me before coming up to kiss me, and I can taste myself on his tongue and it’s so fucking sexy. And now I want nothing more than to have his taste mixed with mine. He stands up to remove his clothes, finally revealing that lean body I have been aching to touch and see. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Holden 
 
     Staring down at Conleigh, she is spread out on my bed, her pussy is swollen and pulsing with satisfaction and need. She has asked me twice now to fuck her and I can’t hold back any longer. I’ve wanted nothing more than to sink balls deep inside her since the first time I saw her. Even if I only have her this one time it will be worth it in the end. I know I already sealed the fate of my friendship with Ezra the moment I kissed her. Hell, I was a goner the first time I ever laid eyes on her and I thought I was doing the right thing by stepping back, but ever since she moved in, I can’t stop thinking about her. She consumes my every waking breath and thought. God, I love her. I know that now. I’ll do anything to make her happy even if it means letting her go a second time, but right now I am going to be relishing in owning her body. Even if it’s only for tonight, she belongs to me. Even if it costs me my friendship with Ezra.  
 
    Conleigh smiles up at me as I take my shoes off, followed by stripping out of my jeans, and tugging my shirt over the back of my head. She licks her lips as my cock juts out, proud and weeping at the head. Kicking my discarded clothing to the side, I move toward her.  
 
    As I get closer, she comes up on her knees as though she is worshipping me. “You’ve had me on your tongue, now it’s my turn, Holden. I want to taste you.” Her slender fingers reach out to stroke me, and I tremble under her soft but fiery touch.   
 
    More precum beads at the head of my dick and this beautiful woman dips her head down and licks it off. Fuck me. My balls tighten, and her fingers work up and down the length of my shaft as I grow hard as steel. I can’t take it. Her dainty tongue wraps around my heated skin, licking and caressing me eagerly.  
 
    If she keeps this up I am going to damn near explode. As much as it pains me to stop her, I need to. I want to fill her sweet cunt with my cum. I want to mark her. I want to ruin her for any other man, anyone who isn’t me. Tomorrow, when this ends, I want her body and her heart to remember where I have been. I want her to feel me with every step she takes. I hope her body aches and cries for my touch for the rest of her life. 
 
    Grabbing her face, I ease her mouth back and look deep into her eyes. “As much as I am enjoying this, I want to be buried in your pussy with your legs wrapped around me, feet digging in my ass, nails clawing at my back when I get off.”   
 
    Gently, I push back on her shoulder, guiding her onto the bed as I cover her taut little body with mine. Conleigh’s lips find mine as I spread her thighs and ease inside her delicious inch by inch. She is so damn tight, squeezing me hard as her muscles clench around me, keeping me from sliding further in. Her silky heat tightens and contracts as I settle between her legs and kiss her like there is no tomorrow.   
 
    Just like I wanted, the balls of her feet dig into my lower back as her nails scratch down my back. Circling my hips nice and slow, I take my time relishing in how damn good she feels. Her gaze captures mine and this is far from fucking. I hold her stare until she breaks away.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that, Holden.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like that. You have this dopey expression on your face.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with dopey?” 
 
    “You’re looking at me like you… 
 
    “Like I what?” I thrust, and she moans.  
 
    “Like you love me.” 
 
    “Would that be so terrible?” I push deeper and deeper until I feel like I am about to hit the walls of her stomach I am so fucking deep. 
 
    “It would ruin everything,” she whispers, and a tear slides down her face.  
 
    “Want me to treat you like a meaningless fuck?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know. Maybe,” she says, her voice soft and meek…almost ashamed.  
 
    “Fine,” I grit, pulling out. “Turn over.”  
 
    Conleigh flips to her stomach without a word.  
 
    Putting a hand under her stomach, I pull her up on all fours. She looks back at me over her shoulder and bats her fucking lashes like a sex kitten and it pisses me off.  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” I growl.  
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because, I don’t like it. You probably look at Ezra like that, and I’d like to think you aren’t thinking about him right now.” 
 
    “I wasn’t until you just said his name. Maybe we should just stop this,” she suggests. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop, sweetheart? You say the words and I will. I’ll go back to the bar and find someone who wants to be with me.” I pause. “I hate knowing you share a bed with him. I hate knowing he gets to hold you at night.” 
 
    “He doesn’t. He doesn’t hold me. I feel like I am sleeping next to a stranger. I want… I wish it were you lying next to me,” she confesses, and I slam into her without mercy and I take. I take what I want, and I take what she gives as she pushes back against me.  
 
    My hand comes down and slaps her ass, hard. I give it to her fast and rough, pulling her hair, biting her shoulder. I keep pounding into her tight little pussy that is curving to take my dick like we are a perfect motherfucking fit. I don’t stop until I am cumming deep in her as she trembles beneath me. Afterwards, I collapse on the bed next to her in a sweaty heap as she runs her fingers across my chest, tugging here and there at the small patches of hair.  
 
    She’s quiet. Too quiet as I hold her against me, rubbing her back and kissing her softly. The front door slams shut and Conleigh goes deathly still. “Do you want me to make him leave?”  
 
    She shakes her head and blows out a heated breath. “Tell him…tell him I’m not here.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see him right now. Especially after we…” 
 
    “Fucked,” I finish for her. “You’re gonna take him back, aren’t you?” 
 
    She looks away from me and my stomach bottoms out. I finally have her and she doesn’t want me. It hurts just as I knew it would, but I wasn’t expecting it to hurt so bad that I feel like I can’t breathe, that I want to punch the walls, and tell her to get the fuck out and never look back, but I don’t. I squeeze her tighter and kiss her once more. I’m not ready to let her go. I’m not sure I can walk away this time. I sure as hell don’t want to.  
 
    “I don’t know, Holden,” she cries, appearing panicked. “You don’t even know me. Not really. We just fucked.” 
 
    “I know that you love butterflies because when you were a little girl your dad used to take you to the butterfly garden. They remind you of him, before everything went wrong in his life. I know you always scrape the bottom of your yogurt with your spoon. It drives me crazy, that sound. But when you are running late and skip eating breakfast, I miss it. I know you cry when the save the animals commercials air on late night TV. I know what makes you tick. I know you love it when I breathe on your neck.” 
 
    “Holden…” she pleads.  
 
    “I’m not finished. I love the way you wear those goddamned socks. It drives me mad the way you fidget with them, tugging them up and down your silky legs. It makes me harder than a fucking rock. I love watching you twist your hair into a bun and then cursing when it falls to the side. Most of all, I love the way your eyes light up when you say my name, and the way your mouth tugs into a smile, even though you are trying to fight it. You don’t want me to know these things because the way you feel about me…baby, that’s real deep shit. It scares you, because you know if I have you…if I have your heart—I’m gonna own it. You’re scared that I will be like your dad. That I will somehow fuck everything up. And I am gonna tell you right now, Con. I will screw up, a lot. I’ve never loved someone the way I love you. It cuts me deep in my bones. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. You have consumed my every waking thought, since you came into my life. It took you choosing him right now for me to realize that I have loved you since I met you.” 
 
    “Holden, please.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna stop loving you. Not ever. You were mine the moment I laid eyes on you. I was too blind to really see it, but deep down, Conleigh.” I hold my hand to her heart. “You feel that, deep down in there and you know it. You love me too.” 
 
    “Conleigh, are you here?” Ezra’s hand smacks against the wall in the hallway. “If you fucked her, Holden, I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you both.”  
 
    “What do you want me to do, Conleigh? You name it, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Holden. I don’t know.” Tears well up in her eyes as Ezra bangs his fist on my bedroom door and jiggles the handle. 
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Chapter 16 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Opening my eyes, I yawn, feeling stiff.  My eyes are puffy and tender as I wipe away the remnants of my tears from the creases. A heavy, warm body presses against mine and I smile, Holden. Rolling to my left, I grin as he lightly snores, and I rub my fingers along the small patches of hair that dusts his chest. He smiles softly as he opens his stormy eyes. I nuzzle closer to him as he whispers, “Mornin’.”  
 
    A hand slides along my hip, but it’s coming from the wrong direction to belong to Holden, and I freeze as another warm body presses against my backside. “Good morning, you filthy whore.” Ezra bites down on the shell of my ear.  
 
    “She is a dirty girl,” Holden teases, joining him in a laugh.  
 
     I jerk up in bed as tears sting my eyes, clutching a sheet to my chest. I look around the room feeling disoriented.  My pulse is throbbing in my throat.  
 
    I see a familiar poster on the wall of a skull and roses.  
 
    “Hey, you okay?” I hear Bailey ask, concern etched on her face.  
 
    Relief washes over me, I am at the dorm with my best friend. I look to either side instantly calming seeing both sides of the bed I occupy are vacant.  
 
    “Bad dream,” I say, breathing out, still feeling the aftershock of my nightmare. 
 
    “You ready to tell me why Holden carried you into the room last night and why I saw him kissing your forehead as he placed you on the bed?” 
 
    “No!” I snap, falling back on the mattress, and pulling the sheet over my head.  
 
    “Well, too fucking bad,” Bailey says, jumping on the bed, and pulling the sheet away. “Tell me everything you dirty bitch!”   
 
    “Go away,” I grumble. 
 
    “Not on your life. Seriously though, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m…I don’t know what I am, Bails.”  Images of Holden and the way he made me feel last night dance along the edges of my mind and I smile to myself. But then I remember Ezra and his proposal, both of them. His to me and his to Holden. What a bastard. I frown. 
 
    She touches her hand to mine as I scoot my back up the headboard. “Listen, if you aren’t ready to talk I get it, but I love you and worry about you, so whatever it is, no judgements.”  
 
    “I slept with Holden,” I confess. 
 
    Her eyes widen and a smirk spreads across her face. “Get out! No way. Was he any good?”  
 
    That is not the response I was expecting. “Who are you and where is my friend?” 
 
    “You know as much as I hate that man, I have always wondered what he’d be like in bed. He’s a dickhead, but I’m not blind, Conleigh. You know why I really hold a grudge against him?” 
 
    “Because he was a player?” 
 
    “Because deep down I knew he didn’t want to be with me. Deep down I was a jealous bitch because he never looked at me the way he looks at you and I’m sorry I never said anything.”  
 
    My mouth hangs open and I don’t know what to say. “What?”  
 
    She shrugs. “That man is crazy about you, and well…you seemed so happy with Ezra, so I thought not my circus not my monkeys, ya know? Holden doesn’t exactly have a great track record, but what about Ezra? You have been together a long time and not to mention they are friends, best friends and you live with both of them. Holy shit! What are you doing you crazy vixen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I need coffee and then I will figure my shit out.”  
 
    “Coffee is an excellent start.” She grins. 
 
    “Why are you so happy?” I ask, as she goes to her side of the room. “It’s too early for this crap.” 
 
    “No, it’s almost noon and this is the most exciting thing to happen in my life.” She gets a weird expression on her face. “I can’t even get a date and you have two men in love with you. There is something wrong with this picture,” she teases.  
 
    I can’t believe she is being so cool about Holden. I was sure she would freak out and give me the tongue lashing I deserve. As bad as Ezra is, I am still a bigger asshole. I fucked his best friend and truth is, I want to do it again. I’m a horrible person.  
 
    After a trip to the bathroom and changing into one of my outfits Bailey borrowed months ago, we are both ready to head down the street to our favorite breakfast spot, King’s Diner. They have the best steak and eggs around. I don’t really have much of an appetite, but I will think better with some food in my stomach.  
 
    Right as we are walking of the building someone calls out my name. “Conleigh!” Ezra shouts from the parking lot.  
 
    “Oh boy,” Bailey squeals like an excited school girl.  
 
    “Shut it,” I hiss at her, and she gives me a who me look. 
 
    We stop in our tracks as he jogs over to us. He looks as shitty as I feel. Dark circles shadow his eyes as he runs a hand through his hair. He’s dressed in a pair of ball shorts and t-shirt, and I can’t for the life of me remember seeing him dressed so down in forever.  
 
    “Why didn’t you stay at the apartment last night?” He goes to grab my hand, and I jerk away from his touch. 
 
    “I don’t know, Ezra. Maybe because you have been fucking Judy behind my back for months.” 
 
    Bailey’s mouth pops open and snaps shut as I glare at her, warning her to keep quiet. Ezra doesn’t know about Holden and me and I plan to keep it that way.  
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “Can we go somewhere and talk. Just the two of us. Please.” His green eyes do appear remorseful, and I suppose after being together for two years, I need to hear him out so we can both get some closure.  
 
    “Fine. Bailey, I will talk to you later.” 
 
    “Sure. We have lots to talk about.” She emphasizes the word lots.  I nod, and she goes back in the building.  
 
    “Can we stop somewhere and get a coffee?” I ask him, as he follows me to his car like a lost puppy.  
 
    “Whatever you want,” he says, his voice hoarse. “Can you drive? I have a wicked hangover.” He grimaces as the sun shines in his eyes.  
 
     “Sure.” I take the keys from his hand, careful not to touch him. I’m too raw and part of me doesn’t want to erase Holden’s touch from my body. I don’t want Ezra to touch me now where Holden has been.  
 
    For someone who wanted to talk so damn bad, Ezra is quiet until after I go through the drive thru at Starbucks.  
 
    After I get back on the road, I ask, “Do you want to go to the park to talk?” I can’t go back to the apartment yet. I can’t face Holden yet. I know what I asked of him is wrong, and I could see the anguish on his face when he left me early this morning. He wasn’t happy with my decision, but I won’t be responsible for ripping apart his friendship with Ezra if I haven’t already.  
 
    “Sounds good.” His head is laying against the passenger side window and he winces when I turn the radio on.  He must have really tied one on last night.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at work?” He never misses work, ever.  
 
    “I think the old man understands after last night went so wrong,” he says. 
 
    I nod and pull into the first empty spot by the fishing docks at the lake. Taking a sip of my coffee, I go to get out of the car when Ezra stops me. He grabs a hold of my arm and grips me so tight I am afraid I will bruise.  
 
    “Thank you for coming with me. I know I fucked up, but I love you.” 
 
    I nod unsure of what to say to him. “Let’s go sit in the shade under the picnic shelter.” 
 
    He lets go and I want to rub away his touch where his fingerprints mark my wrist, but I don’t.  
 
    We get out of the car and I take a seat across the picnic table from him. “I’m listening, so talk.” 
 
    “You have to forgive me. I fucked up and I know that.” 
 
    “You more than fucked up.” I shake my head. “But we both know we weren’t working, and I should’ve said no when you asked me to move in. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “Nothing about us was a mistake, Con. Don’t say that.” He goes to grab my hand across the table, and I shrink back, putting my hands in my lap. “Why can’t I touch you?” His voice is heated.   
 
    “Because, the hands that were supposed to love me have been on another woman. That’s why. The thought of you touching me after being with her makes my skin crawl. I can’t stand the thought, Ezra. It makes me sick. When was the last time you fucked her? Did you fuck her and come home to me last week? Is she why you haven’t been sleeping with me? Is she why you were working so late? Is she?” 
 
    He looks at me with defeat, and I know I am right.  I know the answer to all my questions is yes.  
 
    He gets up and comes to sit next to me. I want to move away from him, but I don’t. He grabs my hand again, and this time, I let him. He brushes his fingers over my knuckles and brings them to his mouth for a kiss. The gesture makes me shudder in disgust.  
 
    “She meant nothing to me. I fired her after I dropped you off. I went to her apartment and told her to find a new job and to never contact me again. I’m sorry, Snookems. I’m so sorry. You have to forgive me. I can’t live without you. If you leave me, I’ll kill you and then myself. I can’t live in a world where you aren’t mine.”  
 
    What the serious fuck? “Don’t be so dramatic, Ezra. You don’t mean that.” 
 
    “I do, Conleigh. I swear to you, I will slit your damn throat in your sleep and then I will blow my brains out. I can’t stand to think of you with another man. The thought of you being with any guy who isn’t me, it makes me crazy mad.” 
 
     “Ezra, you’re scaring me,” I cry, afraid of what he will say next.    
 
    “You can’t leave me, Snookems. We are perfect together. Just give me chance. That’s all I am asking, Con. Give me two weeks to show you that I can make you happy.”  
 
    He hugs me into his side and for the first time in my life I am afraid of Ezra as he pulls a gun from the waistband of his shorts and holds it to my temple.  
 
    “If you don’t, they will find you at the bottom of the lake.”  
 
    I swallow, afraid to move, afraid to speak.  
 
    “Ezra, please…don’t do this. You don’t mean it. You’d never hurt me.”  
 
    “Say you’re mine,” he growls. 
 
    “I’m…” 
 
    “Say it!!” He cocks the gun and I can’t breathe. My chest feels as though it is about to collapse.  
 
    A shot rings out as he fires the gun in the air.  
 
    “Stop, just stop. I’ll do anything you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Conleigh. Conleigh!” Someone screams my name. 
 
    I gasp for air.  
 
    “Wake up, Conleigh. I think you’re having a bad dream?”  
 
    Glancing around, feeling bewildered, my eyes begin to focus, landing on Bailey.  
 
    I gasp, sucking in another breath. Cold sweat slides down my back  
 
     “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    A feeling of Deja vu sweeps through me as Bailey studies me. It was a dream. All of it. A dream within a dream…or maybe I am just crazy.  
 
    “Why was Holden here in bed with you when I got in?” She grins. 
 
    Everything comes rushing back at me. Guilt, betrayal, desire, lust...Holden—his hands on my body.  The way I felt so whole in his arms.  
 
    “I fucked him,” I blurt out, harshly.  
 
     Her blue eyes widen, and she gapes at me. “You did what?”  
 
    “You heard me,” I say on a groan, stretching my aching legs. “Apparently, Ezra has been diddling his assistant, Judy. For months.” 
 
    “And you thought fucking Holden of all people would make the situation better?” 
 
    I scrub my palms over my eyes.  “No, but it sure made me feel amazing. Are you mad at me?” 
 
    “Why would I be mad at you? For fucking Holden? Puh-a-lease. He was never my boyfriend. I’m just surprised. I thought you hated Holden.” She scrunches her nose and I pull my legs up, giving her room to sit on the bed. “So…what now? Are you moving back in, because I just moved my extra shit to your wardrobe and I am not stuffing it back under my bed,” she teases.  
 
    I shove her shoulder playfully.  
 
    “You know I am kidding. You know you are always welcome back. It’s not like you were gone that long anyway.” She shrugs.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what I am doing. I’m a mess.” 
 
    “That you are. A beautiful mess my friend. Get up. I need coffee and food. Let’s go to King’s Diner.” 
 
    I get an uneasy feeling in my stomach but nod in agreement.  
 
    I need a shower. Since all my crap is at the apartment Bailey loans me an outfit and her toiletries. It isn’t like we haven’t shared since we have lived together anyway.  
 
    In the shower, I can’t stop thinking about Holden and the way he looked at me. I can still feel his breath on my neck as he held me while I cried, flushing my guilt out of my system through my tears. He was so damn sweet to me. I don’t want to hurt him, but I need to get my life together. I need to meet with my advisor and do something about Ezra.  
 
    A knot forms in my throat thinking about him. I can’t believe he cheated on me. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Most men do it. I know Ronald has a mistress. The bitch is a nurse in his office. My mother doesn’t mind it though. Says he can do as he pleases as long as he provides for her. It’s sickening but it’s the hard reality I grew up in.   
 
    I finish up quickly, deciding not to wash my hair. I can do it later. Toweling off, I proceed to wipe the steam from the mirror. I stare at my reflection, wondering who in the hell this stranger is looking back at me. A hickey shines like a beacon on my collarbone. I rub my fingers over the red and purple mark, remembering Holden’s lips and teeth tasting and teasing me.  
 
    The old me never would have given into the temptation. Part of me feels disgusted with myself, but the rest of me wants more…better. The part of me that has hungered for Holden James is growing stronger. I know I should just go get my shit and move back to the dorm. Close that chapter of my life and let both Ezra and Holden go, but I don’t want to. I don’t think I can.  
 
    I get dressed in a newfound determination. Maybe I want to play Ezra’s game. Maybe I want to give him a taste of his own bitter fruit.  
 
    When I get out of the bathroom, Bailey is on my phone. She peers up at me and I can see the sneakiness in her eyes. She is up to something.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    She grins. “I was updating your relationship status online. You’re welcome.”  
 
    “You’re awful,” I tell her. 
 
    “I know.” She beams, handing me my cell phone.  
 
     I glance at the screen and it reads: It’s Complicated. Isn’t that the truth. I shake my head.  “Let’s go eat.” Slipping my shoes on, I grab my purse and follow Bailey out the door.  
 
    The moment my shoes hit the sidewalk, Ezra starts calling me. I start to hit ignore but think better of it.  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Why are you posting it’s complicated on your social media as a relationship status?” 
 
    “Are you seriously asking me this right now?” I shriek.  
 
    “I need to see you. Can we talk after work?” I can hear the stress in his voice. 
 
    “About what? Your plans with Judy,” I snap, continuing to walk to the diner, ignoring Bailey tugging on my free hand, mouthing for me to hang up.  
 
    “I fired her first thing this morning. It’s over. I swear to you, Snookems. I never meant for it to happen. Where did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Not that it is any of your business, but I stayed with Bailey.” 
 
    “You need time…I know…I just I need to see you.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the apartment tonight. We can talk then.” I hang up on him before he can say more.  
 
    “Please don’t tell me you are going back to him after knowing what you know and doing what you did.” Bailey attempts to talk some sense into me.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrug as she opens the door to King’s Diner.  
 
    Stepping inside, a wave of cool air washes over me. The smell of grease instantly takes over, but their breakfast is the best in the city. Our usual booth is occupied so we take a seat at the counter, hoping it will be open soon. Bailey and I always people watch through the large picturesque window.  
 
    After we’ve placed our orders and had a cup of coffee our booth frees up. We eagerly grab our favorite seats before anyone else can. 
 
    Bailey keeps staring at me expectantly.  
 
    “What?  Why are you staring at me like that for?” 
 
    She slaps her hand down on the table, exasperated. Her lips screw up as she says, “Are we gonna discuss Holden?” 
 
    “What about Holden?” 
 
    She rolls her baby blues and leans across the table. “You can’t just drop an I fucked my boyfriend’s best friend bomb on me and not dish.” 
 
    “It feels…I don’t know. Awkward. You sorta liked him once upon a time.” 
 
    “Holden never even had me on his radar. That’s so two years ago anyway. Besides, you haven’t said if it was good or not. He was good, wasn’t he?” She grins. 
 
    Before I can answer the waitress brings our food. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing here. I take a deep breath as I stare at the door to The Grill. The outside is a bit rough. The sign needs updated; it creaks above my head, ready to rust off the hinges any day now. It reads Big Mike’s Grill in old English style lettering. Who in the hell is Mike anyway? Was he the previous owner? The white vinyl siding could use a good power wash and the parking lot needs swept and repaved. There’s a lot of potential here, but I doubt the place makes enough money to cover the repairs it truly needs to improve its curb appeal. I don’t know why I care, but I do.  
 
     I guess it’s because I care about Holden and want him to succeed. My life is one giant clusterfuck. When did Holden manage to get under my skin so deeply?  
 
      I had Bailey drop me off here against her better judgment. I know she worries about me, but I need to sort my shit out myself. Only I can fix my life. I only wish I had a real plan. I do need a job and there is the perk of working for Holden, even though I am not entirely sure I am ready to see him yet. I scan the parking lot realizing his truck isn’t here. That’s good. I start to go in three times before I finally get over my nerves. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. He isn’t even here, so it shouldn’t be a big deal. I walk in and scan the place. Everything appears so different in the daylight. The floor is clean of peanut shells and only two customers are seated at the bar.  
 
    The bartender from the other night is on duty as well as that skank, Cheryl. Her nose turns up when she sees me and my stomach sours knowing she has fooled around with Holden. I don’t know if I can stomach working next to her. I have no reason to hate her, but I do. I think I will hate every woman who has ever felt his touch before I did.  
 
    “You the new girl?” Waylon questions as I step up to the counter. I remember him from last time I came in. He’s cute enough. I bet he makes good tips.  He has piercing blue eyes that almost appear to be contacts because they are deep indigo.  
 
    “Yeah.” I smile at him trying to dial down my jealousy toward the hussy.  
 
    “Cool. Holden said he wasn’t sure if you’d show.” He smiles. Warm. Friendly.  
 
    “Well, here I am. Do I need to fill out paperwork or anything?”  
 
    “Nah, today you’ll work for cash and if you can hang, then Holden will handle hiring you.”  
 
    “Okay, where do I start?” 
 
    “You can start by taking your prissy ass somewhere else,” Cheryl sneers at me and blows her freshly painted finger nails. There’s a bottle of red nail polish sitting on the bar. Her roots need touched up and she has lipstick on her teeth. She moves to light up a cigarette and rolls her eyes at me when I scrunch up my nose.  
 
     I eye her whore polish and say to Waylon, “Pretty sure she is violating the health code.” 
 
    “Ignore her,” he tells me, motioning for me to follow him to the kitchen.  
 
    Sucking in a breath, I pass by the jealous hag and follow Waylon behind the bar. We pass through what I akin to swinging saloon style doors into the small but tidy kitchen. There’s a grill, deep fryer, refrigerator, and a prep table. Waylon goes to the fridge and takes out some lemons, placing them on the stainless-steel table.  
 
    “You can wash your hands over there,” he instructs, pointing to a small sink at the opposite end of the room.  
 
    I nod as he takes a knife and storage container from a shelve.  
 
    After washing my hands, I rejoin him, wondering if Holden actually needs to hire anyone. The place seems dead.  
 
    Waylon leaves me on my own to slice lemon and limes wedges. After that I move to onions. Once I’ve finished that I go on to filling napkin holders, the salt and pepper shakers and check to see that the bathrooms have soap and toilet paper. Thankfully Cheryl stays out of my way.  Now I have nothing to do. The place is dead other than a band doing their soundcheck. I didn’t even know they had live music outside of the open mic nights.  
 
    This group has an alternative folk sound. I am sitting at a nearby booth filling out the new hire forms. Apparently, Holden called and said that after I fill these out I can leave. I don’t guess he’s coming in today while I’m here. Which sucks because I was hoping he’d be working while I am at the apartment having the talk with Ezra.  
 
    As I go the bar to give my paperwork over to Waylon the band is finishing their set. The lead singer reaches the bartender before I do and orders a beer.  
 
    “Can I buy you a drink?” He winks at me and I can’t help but blush. He’s got that whole edgy, sexy rocker thing going on. Messy bed hair that says he’s just been screwing his brains out and eyes so grey they don’t look real. They almost remind me of Holden’s eyes. He flicks his lip piercing with his tongue as he waits for me to answer. “So, whatcha drinking?” He’s dressed in black jeans with the knees ripped out, combat boots, and a black t-shirt that says Bite Me across the front with a pair of fangs.  
 
    I shake my head and look to Waylon for help and he just looks at me like no way, you’re on your own, sweetheart.  
 
    “I can’t, but thanks. I’m on my way out.” 
 
    He looks at me as though I smacked him. Guess he isn’t used to the word no.  
 
    “Do you know who I am, love?” 
 
    “A guy who wants to buy me a drink?” I tease, but seriously I don’t know who in the hell the guy is. I don’t follow music all that much.  
 
    He laughs and a dimple pops out on his right cheek. And it hits me. I’ve seen his face on the front of those cheesy tabloids at the grocery store checkouts.  
 
    “You’re that guy. Bad Intentions? Right?” 
 
    “Guilty. So how about that drink?” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I hand my employee forms across the bar to Waylon who looks like he has better shit to do with his time than listen to the two of us. He places them under the bar and moves to get this guy his beer. 
 
    “So, you think because I recognized you that I’m what all the sudden going to change my mind?” I arch a brow at him. 
 
    “Well damn.” He shakes his head and takes his beer, chugging it.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Waylon.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    I go to the backroom to retrieve my purse.  
 
    When I am coming back through the band is sitting at a booth and Cheryl is leaning down, whispering in the drummer’s ear. I laugh silently and make my way to the door. I should have asked for his autograph. I wonder how in the hell Holden got them to play here.  
 
    Just as I am moving to push the door open, Holden is pulling it from the other side. His eyes meet mine full of such intensity.  
 
    “Hey,” I say, trying to keep my cool, but my heart is about to thump right out of my chest.  
 
    “Conleigh,” he says coolly, walking on past me.  
 
    That’s it. No smartass remarks.  
 
    I start to ask him if he’s mad at me, but that seems stupid. I watch as he goes over to the booth and wraps an arm around Cheryl’s shoulder. My stomach tenses and I don’t know why I haven’t started walking to the apartment yet. I guess my curiosity is winning. The lead singer gets up and gives Holden one of those weird fist bump combos all guys seem to do.  
 
    He whispers something to Holden and then they are both looking at me, and I hurry out the door, embarrassed having been caught gawking at them.  
 
    I don’t turn back as I rush to make the walk to the apartment.  
 
    When I get there Ezra isn’t home yet. I am thankful for a few moments to myself but when I go to sit on the couch, I remember kissing Holden. The way he kissed me…thinking about It, I can’t help but smile. I move to the bedroom, but I see Holden’s door across the hall. I shake my head, I am not letting my mind go there right now. 
 
    I get on my computer and look up the band, Bad Intentions. I can’t help but wonder why they would book a gig at The Grill. Lead singer, Wren James has been arrested several times for possession and DUI. Numerous stints in rehab. And here I thought Holden was a bad boy. Wren James hmm. I wonder what his relation to Holden is. Looks like the band lost out on several endorsements when they canceled their last tour and have been on a break while Wren spent three months in court ordered rehabilitation. There are several photos of this Wren and a blonde bombshell playboy model type chick. Says that her name is Reese James, I guess she was his wife or maybe she still is. I feel dirty snooping on Holden and his friend or family member or whatever and end up erasing my browsing history and pretending I didn’t give in to the temptation. If he wants me to know he will tell me.  It isn’t any of my business.  
 
    I haven’t heard from Ezra to know when he will arrive, and I have no idea what I will say to him when he does make an appearance. I think about working on my book, but I can’t get in the zone. I have too much on my mind. I haven’t heard from my mother today either. I figured she would have been harping on me to accept Ezra’s proposal. Not that her lecture would bear any weight on changing my mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    It’s another two hours before Ezra shows and when he comes in things are extremely tense and awkward.  
 
    He stares at me for a minute as I sit on the bed reading. I pretend not to notice his presence for a few minutes. I don’t know what to say to him. I’m terrified I will tell him about Holden and me simply to hurt him. He deserves it, but that isn’t who I am.  
 
    “Con, you think you can stop ignoring me and put the book down?” He snaps. 
 
    “Do you think you could travel back in time and not fuck your assistant?”  
 
    He sighs, loudly. Overly dramatic. 
 
    Sticking my bookmark in the crease, I close my book and place it on the nightstand.  
 
    “Truce? I just want to talk.” 
 
    “Fine. Truce,” I tell him tight lipped.  
 
    He runs his hand through his hair and I can tell by the lines on his forehead this isn’t a conversation I really want to have. He takes off his jacket and loosens his tie. I watch as he kicks off his shoes and then he sits down by my feet on the edge of the bed.  
 
    My back goes straight, and I pull my knees up under my chin, hugging my arms around them.  
 
    “Con…” He looks at me with a melancholy expression.  
 
    I am sure he feels bad for what he did. I feel guilt of my own, but for different reasons. When I first propositioned Holden, it was for revenge. I wanted to hurt Ezra, but then I let my guard down and let myself explore how I really felt about Holden.  And these feelings I feel for him are just…wow. I can only imagine it being like seeing your first rainbow or for me your first butterfly. I can’t even explain the sensation, but I don’t believe anything can compare.  
 
    “You have to know that I regret hurting you. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was spending so much time with my dad that I don’t know…I started turning into him. It’s not an excuse. I know that. I’m sorry. I just—I love you. “ 
 
    I look up at him and swallow hard because what I am about to say hurts. “You may love me, Ezra, but we both know you aren’t in love with me. If you were…you never would have fucked around on me. And right now, I feel more betrayed than anything. I don’t know what you want from me. I can forgive you sure, but I will always wonder when you will do it again and believe me you will. As much as you may promise me—I won’t stand in as second choice. I won’t play your whore.” 
 
    Suddenly, he reaches out and attempts to pull me into his arms, and I struggle against his grip. “I would never treat you like a whore, Conleigh. I want to give you everything.” 
 
    I shake my head as tears begin to pass between us. He has to know this is the end. I’m mostly sad I am losing my other best friend. For so long Ezra was my lover but most important of all he was my confidante and he broke my trust and lost my respect. It settles deep down in my gut—we’re through. There is no getting my respect for him back. When he offered me up to Holden as if I didn’t have a say in who I share my body with he very much treated me like his whore.  
 
    He continues to tug on my wrists. “Stop, Ezra. It’s over. We’re done! I’m in love with someone else,” I confess. I yank free from him and he slaps me as hard as he can across the cheek.  
 
    A bitter pain stings my jaw and radiates to my ear. 
 
    Holding my cheek, I gape at him in shock. My tears are thick as they rain down my cheeks. I never thought he would hit me. “Just go.” 
 
    “Snookems, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…,” he pleads, appearing defeated.  
 
    “You don’t mean to do a lot of things, Ezra. Please, just leave.” 
 
    He nods and raises up from the bed. He doesn’t speak, and I don’t either. When he gets to the bedroom door he stops for a moment and looks back at me as I meet his gaze, mustering as much hate as I can into my glare.  
 
    I get up from the bed and he has the nerve to say, “I love you. I’ll win you back, Con. You’ll see. I’m not walking away from this—from us,” he vows. I step up in his face and he runs his finger over my red jaw.  His head tips down and he kisses my cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He brushes his lips over mine and I allow him this for reasons unknown to him. He thinks I am forgiving him, but this is goodbye. This ends here.  
 
    I won’t be that girl, as easy as it would be to look the other way, I can’t. Not now. Not since Holden. He’s somehow embedded himself in my very soul and I don’t know what I am going to do about that. But I do know that I can’t allow myself to go back to Ezra as though nothing has happened; too much has changed in the past twenty-four hours. I feel as though I am finally finding myself.  
 
    Ezra attempts to shove his tongue into my mouth and I press my palms against his chest in protest, but he takes it as an invitation. He pushes me back toward the bed as he grips my wrists. “God, I want you. I’m so hard for you, Con. I need you.” 
 
    I manage to break from his hold and knee him in the balls. “Never again, Ezra.” He goes down on his knees cupping his nuts with his eyes bulging out in pain. I shove his shoulder and shout, “Asshole,” as I go to the bathroom. Slamming the door, I lock it for good measure. I sit on the toilet wondering what I am doing here. Holden has an office, I wonder how he’d feel if I asked to rent the room from him until I sort my shit out. I hang my head between my legs and cry. This isn’t how things were supposed to be. When I moved in with Ezra I thought it would be our saving grace.  In the end, it’s what destroyed us.  
 
    A fist bangs against the bathroom door. “Conleigh, just listen to me, please. I’ll do anything. We’re supposed to be together.” 
 
    “Just go. Go crawling back to Judy or ask your daddy to get you an apartment. You belong in the city. You don’t fit in here anymore.” His palm smacks the door. “You don’t mean that. You’ll come begging me to take care of you. Without your mom’s money, you’ll be needing me and just maybe I’ll wait and take you back, but I won’t wait forever. I have options.” His voice is hoarse and harsh.  
 
    The front door slams and I release the breath I didn’t know I was holding.  
 
    When I am sure that he has gone, I go into the kitchen and crack open a bottle of Jack Daniels. I go into the living room and collapse on the recliner. Drinking until my fingers feel numb.  
 
    I want to reach out to Holden but I’m stubborn and pissed that he gave me the brush off at the bar. I should have known he’d get what he wanted and move on. Flipping through the channels on TV, I debate calling Bailey, but I don’t want her to rush over and make things more than they are. She tends to overact and be dramatic, not that it wouldn’t exactly be warranted but…still, I really want to be alone.  
 
    I even think about going to the bar to see Holden but then I remember my jaw and think better of it. I take another swig and curse all men under my breath.  
 
    ———— 
 
    Several hours, a very dry mouth, and pounding head later, I wake up in the recliner to the sound of a party raging around me. Wiping my eyes, I then lick my lips. My vision is still blurry, and my mouth is still dry as I glance around the room, hoping it’s only another one of my fucked-up dreams. There’s a guy on the couch. His pants are around his ankles with some stringy haired chick between his legs giving him a blowjob.  I blink, certain it has to be a dream. Music is blaring out of the stereo system and there’s two girls dancing on the coffee table topless. What the serious fuck? I go to get up when something wet spills into my lap. The bottle of Jack Daniels I was cradling before I passed out. I look like I have pissed myself. Super. Just fucking wonderful. I get up, knees wobbly as I grip the side of the chair for support. The room is swaying. I’m not even sure how much I drank as my stomach rolls.  
 
    “We meet again, love,” Wren says over the music, approaching me wearing nothing but his jeans and a smile.  
 
    My head pounds in tune with the bass of the music. 
 
    Rubbing my temple, I ask, “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I’m your houseguest. For a few weeks, anyway.” He winks and takes the nearly empty bottle of Jack from my other hand.  
 
    “Where’s Holden?” My brows are knitted in confusion as I take in the rest of the scene around me. These guys sure like to party and don’t care who sees them naked as the day they were born. Holden could have at least woken me so I could go to my room and lock the damn door.  
 
    “In his room. He said he didn’t want to be disturbed. So, if you’d like to champion your complaints to him, they’ll have to wait till morning. I’m available though.” He smiles a slimy smirk at me. Ugh. One man in this apartment who thinks he is god’s gift to women is enough.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I stomp over to the stereo and power it off. “Party is over!” I shout in a raspy tone.  
 
    Wren laughs and takes a drink from the bottle of liquor. “Sure thing, love.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” I growl. 
 
    “Can I call you dove then?” 
 
    “You can call me Conleigh, now it’s time for everyone who doesn’t live here to leave.” 
 
    I don’t bother waiting for a response. I make my way down the hall to Holden’s room and don’t bother with knocking. I twist the knob and let myself in only to find him lying in bed reading. I don’t know what is more shocking. The fact that he’s alone or that he’s reading. A big part of me thought I would find him in here hooking up.  
 
    “You’re awake,” I blurt out stupidly.  
 
    “So are you,” he says without looking away from the page his eyes are scanning.  
 
    “Why are you being weird?” 
 
    “Wasn’t aware that you cared.” His eyes slide over the page and he raises a brow at me. 
 
    “I never said I didn’t. I—” 
 
    “You what?”  
 
    The bathroom door opens and out walks a woman wearing only a small towel. Her fake boobs are toppling out of the top and her bottom is surely hanging out the other side. She saddles past me and into Holden’s room.  
 
    My stomach lurches and rolls and throw up spews from my nose and onto the floor as I try to cover my mouth.  
 
    Tears sting my eyes as I fall to my knees in heartache and humiliation. I should have known better. Why did I think Holden might really care about me?  
 
    The woman laughs and says, “Wow, Holden, you really know how to pick them.” 
 
    “Shut up, Reese,” he growls as he walks past me.    
 
    I should get up and go to the bathroom, but the truth is I am afraid if I move I’ll puke again. I chance a peek at the woman and now that I look at her as she fingers through a bag on the chair grabbing some clothes, I recognize her from the photos with Wren.  
 
    Holden returns and starts cleaning up my mess. I will never be able to look at him again. Is he screwing Reese? Do her and Wren have an open relationship? Is that why he keeps shamelessly flirting with me? I feel sick all over again as I lay crumpled on the floor.  
 
    Holden hands me a damp wash cloth and I graciously wipe my mouth but am still unable to look at him. Instead I look at Reese’s perfectly manicured toes, flexing my own, wanting to hide the terrible paint job I did on them last week.  
 
    “She looks like shit.” 
 
    “Get out, Reese,” Holden barks at her as she towers over us.  
 
    “She must really have you by the balls for you to be cleaning up her puke,” she sneers and shuts the door behind her.  
 
    Holden doesn’t speak to me until minutes later when he’s disposed of my mess and done who knows what with Reese. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” I grumble at him, attempting to sit up.  
 
    “Don’t be like this, Conleigh. You told me you wanted space. And Ezra told me you…you know what it doesn’t matter. None of my business. You should get cleaned up and go to bed. If you still want that job, I need you at the bar in the morning to open.” 
 
    I start to ask him what Ezra said to him but think better of it. I want to ask him who Reese is to him as well as Wren, but I don’t. I pick myself up from the floor without a word and go brush my teeth. I don’t look in the living room to see if everyone left but it is refreshingly quiet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    I wake up to the sound of hangers moving furiously on the rack. I peel back my eyelids reluctantly as my body protests, in desperate need of more sleep. My eyes flutter demanding more sleep. 
 
    I crack one eye open as I struggle for coherency. Ezra is here.  
 
    “What time is it?” I croak. 
 
    “Early. I just needed to grab some of my stuff. Go back to sleep,” he says, all without turning to look at me.  
 
    My jaw hurts as I go to rub my eyes. The night before comes rushing back at me. Ezra. Holden. Wren. Men are jerks and right now, I think I hate them all.  
 
    “Where did you sleep last night?” I ask, not sure why I care or why I am bothering with speaking to him.  
 
    “The office,” he grunts in response.  
 
    I watch as he starts packing up a bag, and I feel guilty when I shouldn’t, but this was his place well before it was mine. I’m the one who should be finding a new residence. I wish I could afford an apartment of my own. I don’t want to go back to the dorms either though. I’m sure as fuck not going to live with my mom.  
 
    I don’t know what I’m doing. “Ezra, you don’t have to do that. This is your home. I plan to find my own place. Just—we can both sleep here until we figure things out, okay?”  
 
    “No, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I promise,” I tell him weakly. Once upon a time I loved this man. He was my best friend and things are happening so fast I don’t know which way is up. “Right now, I think we could both use a friend.” 
 
    He laughs dryly. “A friend.” 
 
    “Why not?” I shrug as I get out of bed. I go over to him and put my head on his shoulder, missing the way this once had made me feel—safe.  
 
    He exhales. “Okay.” He turns to face me and strokes my sore cheek. “I’m a lousy shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are, but we both pretty much suck at the moment.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong, Con.”  
 
    I did but he doesn’t know that. I should tell him, but I won’t. I can’t. The words hang on the tip of my tongue.  
 
    I change the subject. “So, who is Wren to Holden?”  
 
    “His brother.” 
 
    “And Reese?” I press. 
 
    “His wife.” 
 
    “Wren’s?” I ask, hopeful. I have this terrible sinking feeling in my stomach as Ezra studies me.  
 
    “Holden’s. It’s a long story and not mine to tell. Its fucked up, but Reese and Holden were together from junior high until his freshmen year of college. He married her right out of high school. Wren’s band started gaining popularity and well…Reese was their manager and when they hit the road, so did she.” 
 
    Wow. “So…um her and Holden are still married?” 
 
    “As far as I know. Why the sudden interest?” 
 
    “I’m not really. Just curious. Wren said he was going to be staying here for a few weeks.” 
 
    “Really?” Ezra appears skeptical.  
 
    I nod, and he shakes his head, muttering, “Whatever. Just steer clear, it’s a bomb waiting to go off. I have to get to work. I guess I will see you later.” 
 
    “Yeah. Later.”  
 
    Once he has gone, I flop back on the bed and groan when I see the clock reads six am.  I’m tired as hell but there is no way I can go back to sleep now. As much as I want nothing more than to curl up in a ball and forget the world for a while longer, I know I need to apologize to Holden for puking on his floor.  
 
    I find Wren asleep on the living room floor behind the couch.  
 
    The dining room table is littered with beer cans and liquor bottles. It smells like smoke in here also.  
 
    I can’t help but wonder if Reese stayed with Holden last night and if she is here for him? Did she come back for him?  I can’t believe he’s married. Married as in he has a wife. A beautiful wife at that. But Ezra also said she left him. I want to be angry that Holden never told me he was married, but why would he have. It isn’t like we were close friends who talked and shared our deepest secrets with one another.  
 
    We slept together. He confessed his supposed feelings for me then I told him I needed space. Now look where we are.  
 
    The scent of freshly brewed coffee attracts me to the kitchen. Reese is leaning against the counter drinking a cup out of my favorite mug. I want to rip it from her hands and shatter it against the wall, but I don’t. I pretend she’s not staring a hole through me and grab Holden’s mug out of spite. I shouldn’t be so petty I suppose. I don’t know their history. I don’t know why she’s here but won’t ask her that very question either even though I want to.  
 
    “You’re up early,” she muses over the brim of my GOT mug that says, Winter is coming.  
 
    I offer a very weak smile. 
 
    “I guess you are wondering why I’m here? You’re Ezra’s girlfriend?” Her brow arches like that of an evil villain in a Disney cartoon.  
 
    “Nope.” I pop the p and take a glorious sip of caffeinated heaven.  
 
    “Not very talkative, are you?” 
 
    “Nope,” my reply is short, and I turn away to go get in the shower, taking my coffee with me. I’m afraid of what I will give away if I say anything else to her.  
 
    “What happened to your face? You smack the floor or something?” 
 
    “I tripped,” I call over my shoulder and remind myself to wear makeup today. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ———— 
 
    After taking an Uber to university and meeting with my advisor and deciding to take a deferment I find myself back at The Grill to open with Waylon. When I walk in there is a baby on the bar in a carrier. “Well, hello there, little one,” I coo, but not getting too close. I know some people are weird about strangers and newborns. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “This is my daughter, Taitlyn.” Pride seeps from him as he smiles down at his baby girl.  
 
    “How old is she?” I take a seat at the bar a stool away from her.  
 
    “Five and a half weeks. My wife, Missy had a doctor’s appointment, but she’ll be back to pick her up in an hour,” he explains. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” I tell him, although truthfully, she is making a weird face and making a bit of a grunting sound.  
 
    Glancing around, I search for signs of Cheryl. “Is it just us?” 
 
    “Missy will be returning to work once Tait is two months old. Cheryl is off today but chicken George will be in about noon to man the kitchen. I’m sure Holden will make an appearance at some point.”  
 
    I nod unable to suppress my smile at Cheryl’s confirmed absence.  
 
    Then the god-awful smell of death assaults my nose and I now know why the baby was making that face along with the noises.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you do diapers?” Waylon asks, hopeful. 
 
    “Wishful thinking, buddy, but no.” 
 
    “Right.” He grabs a bag from under the counter and proceeds to carry his daughter to one of the tables.  
 
    My nose crinkles as he gets down to his fatherly duty.  
 
    “Is there anything I should be doing?” 
 
    Waylon shrugs. “Nah, not unless someone comes in. I’m not entirely sure why he had you come in today.”  
 
    With nothing to do, I go to a booth and settle in. I take out my notebook and work on the outline for my book.  
 
    There was a curveball Miranda hadn’t seen coming. Bryant had a past. He was harboring a dark secret. One that would wrack her to her core. He was already taken. His heart stolen by someone when he was just a boy. He hadn’t gotten his heart back yet and until he did, Miranda would never fully be his nor he hers. There was one problem among many that stood out to her. It coiled under her breasts, and weaved its tail through her ribs, cracking them as it constricted her bones. The monstrous thought clawed at her heart. What if Bryant didn’t want his heart back? What if he loved this other woman? What if he wanted to go back to his wife?  
 
    The door chimes and pulls me from my heavy thoughts. I look up to see a pretty woman smiling as she walks toward the bar where Waylon is swaying from side to side with his baby cradled in his arms. This must be Missy. She’s a petite woman with dark features, heavy lashes, and wide hips.  
 
    “How was your appointment?”  
 
    “It went great. I have the all clear to return to work.” I don’t miss the pout on her lips.  
 
    “We’ve talked about this. If there was a way you could stay home full time, I’d give anything to make that happen, but even with me working two jobs, we can’t afford it.” 
 
    “I know.” She sighs, and he steps around the counter to hand the baby to her awaiting arms.  
 
    I feel awkward listening to such a private conversation, but it isn’t as though I can abstain from listening.  
 
    “Oh, Babe. This is Conleigh.” Waylon waves a hand in my direction and I smile.  
 
    “Hello. Lovely to meet you. I hope my husband isn’t giving you a rough time.” 
 
    “Not at all.” I wave dismissively. “You have a beautiful baby.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She turns her attention back to him and gives him a soft peck on the lips. “We will see you at home. Don’t be too late. Tell Holden, I’d prefer you home before two am.”  
 
    He grins at her. He attempts to drop his voice down low, but I can still hear what he says to her. “You want me home, so I can pay worship to that pussy that’s been without my attention for far too long.”  
 
    “Way!” She averts her eyes as her cheeks flame in embarrassment.  
 
    My cheeks redden as well but I think it is sexy and sweet that he talks to her like that. I look down at my notes pretending I didn’t hear their exchange.  
 
    “Hey, Conleigh. Hold down the fort, I’m going to see them out.” 
 
    “No problem. Take your time.”  
 
    I get up from my spot and decide I had better start doing something to earn my pay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
    Holden 
 
    It’s been days since I slept with my best friend’s girlfriend. It’s been days since I’ve slept at all. Conleigh, her name leaves a bittersweet taste on my tongue. I can still taste her on my lips and I wonder can she still feel me between her thighs. How does she do it? How does she lay next to him at night with me across the hall, knowing she would rather be lying next to me? Knowing that he will never make her feel the way that I do…alive.  
 
    I don’t know what he said to her to get her to ignore the fact that he’s a cheating slimeball. I don’t know what she’s trying to prove. Unless he was right. She got even with him and now she can move on and continue to live in denial. Is it his money? I want to believe that I know Conleigh better than that. I want to believe that she’s better than that.  
 
    I feel as though I have been on a weeklong bender but instead of being drunk from the alcohol, I’m drunk on her. Every day she gives me a weak half-hearted smile and shows up at the bar to work as though nothing has changed between us. I told her I could pretend it never happened but I lied. How can I forget the one night, the best night of my life that has ever actually meant something to me? 
 
    I know she isn’t fucking him, I lay awake every night listening like some sort of sick perverted weirdo, making sure he isn’t having what should be mine. Making sure she isn’t doing to him what she should be doing to me. I’ve played my part. I lied for her and told Ezra that she wasn’t at the apartment when he came home that night. I even drove her to Bailey’s dorm myself once Ezra passed out in a drunken haze. I even made the sorry bastard breakfast the next morning with his girl’s claw marks fresh on my back and he didn’t even notice, or if he did, he pretended not to see them.  
 
    Does he know the dirty things I want to do to the woman he plans on marrying? Does he know I want to lay her out on my bed and cover every centimeter of her skin with my cum like a crazed lunatic? Does he notice that I am always watching her, begging her to just fucking look at me like she did when I was buried deep inside her.  
 
    She doesn’t look at me often and when she does it cuts just like a knife because there is something wrong. She looks dead inside.  
 
    I’ve been trying to give her space, trying to keep my distance but I can’t keep going on like this.  I don’t only want her…I need her.  
 
    I try to keep busy down in my workshop and at the bar, but I can’t stop from thinking about her. I can’t help but wonder if she’s thinking about me too. Does she really love him that much?  
 
    When I made love to her, I could feel it. We share a deep connection—a love like no other. She’s my best friend’s girl but she was meant to be mine. 
 
    There’s just one problem. Reese. My bitch of a wife. She shouldn’t still even be given that title. We haven’t seen each other in years. No, she has been off living the high life with my fuckwad brother, Wren. I thought I loved her. Damn did I want to give her everything. She wanted everything alright just not with me.  
 
    Now she’s back after what seems like a lifetime and she wants a second chance. Says she is done with life on the road and wants to settle down and get back the time we lost. I admit that it’s a tempting offer, but I lost what love I held for Reese a long time ago.  
 
    She bent the hell out of my heart. Left a huge fucking dent, and I decided after she left that I would never open that part of me up again, but then Conleigh fucking happened. I tried so damn hard to ignore my pull to her. I told myself it was for the best she was with Ezra, but then I knew what he was doing behind her back. What had probably been done to me a thousand times by Reese and with my own brother no doubt. Then she willingly came to me and we shared a beautiful moment where nothing else existed but us. Our hot bodies on my cool sheets. Her heart beating wildly for me. Her sweat mixing with mine as though we were meant to always be one.  
 
    It was like a dream, one I never wanted to end. Then reality came crashing back down. Conleigh didn’t know what she wanted and the next day when I should have been fighting for her heart, I was slapped in the face with a visit from my past. My brother had returned, and he had brought hell home with him.  
 
    I look up from wiping down the bar when I feel a pair of eyes on me. Bailey. What in the hell is she doing here?  
 
    “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    “You want to have a conversation with me? Won’t I kill your brain cells or something if I get too close?” 
 
     She shakes her head with a grin. “Ha ha, very funny. It’s about Conleigh.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite.” I take a few beers from behind the counter and show her to a table near the middle of the room, so I can keep an eye on the bar. It’s a slow day but there are a few regulars hanging around.  
 
    She takes a seat across from me and I offer her a beer. She shakes her head no but offers a timid no thanks.  
 
    I shrug and pop the cap off a bottle. “Suit yourself.”   
 
    “I know about the two of you…” she starts, and I stop her. 
 
    “Let me guess, you are here to cut my nuts off and tell me to stay away.” 
 
    “Actually, I am here to ask you why you are sitting back and letting Ezra win?”  
 
    I nearly spit out my beer. “You want me with Conleigh? You hate me.” I cock a brow at her wondering what in the hell is going on. I must have entered an alternate reality.  
 
    “I wouldn’t call it hate. A strong dislike but that is only because you wounded my pride.” She shrugs when I chuckle. “I’m a vain girl who has always gotten her way and you didn’t want me. You never looked at me the way you look at her and I was jealous. I was a bitch. I’m sorry. I should have set my pride aside, so you could be together. I suck.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” I crack at her and she glares at me.  I tug on my beard. “So, I assume you have a plan to help me, right?” 
 
    “I uh…actually I was hoping you had it covered since you are such a charmer and all.” She smiles at me and it’s a genuine smile. I think this is the realest this chick has ever been around me.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do. I put it all out there to her. She knows how I feel. What more can I do?” 
 
    “You gotta fight for her. Conleigh is terrified after the shit with her dad growing up and her mom’s marriage to Ronald is a joke, but it’s what she knows. Ezra is just like her step-dad. You my friend are a wildcard.” 
 
    “So, we’re friends now huh?” 
 
    “Stop being a dick for five seconds. I am trying to help you.” 
 
    “What’s in it for you? Why do you care so much whether she ends up with me or Ezra?” 
 
    “She’s my best friend. I screwed up and she shouldn’t be with that asshole.”  
 
    “I agree with you there.” I take a last pull from my bottle and ask, “Now what?” 
 
    “Now you give her hell. Don’t let a minute go by without letting her know you aren’t going anywhere. I didn’t figure you for a guy who gives up so easily on something he wants…someone he loves.” 
 
    “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” 
 
    “We all have our gifts.” She grins, twirling a blonde curl around her finger. 
 
    I shake my head and let out a sigh. Then I knock back that second beer. Conleigh Meyers will be the death of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    Holden 
 
    Back at the apartment, my brother is laying on my couch and eating my food while drinking my beer. “How long you plan on being here, man?” I ask, kicking his foot off my coffee table. He’s nothing but fucking trouble. I don’t need his brand of bullshit, but he’s all I got. I won’t turn him away. I forgave him a long time ago for this shit with Reese. If she truly loved me she wouldn’t have done the things she did.  
 
    He makes a face and sits up. “I’m looking for a place. Rent here isn’t as cheap as it used to be. Hell, you could clean out that office and offer me the room.” 
 
    “I could, but I don’t want you here.” I slap a newspaper at his chest. “There’s a few advertisements. If you get off your ass, maybe you can go view them.”  
 
    He blows out a frustrated breath. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I told you. I need to get back to my roots, Hold. I lost my way.” He rubs a tired hand over his face and starts flipping through the paper.  
 
    I make my way to the kitchen and find Conleigh and Ezra sitting at the table together looking at cars on a laptop.  
 
    “Hey, man.” Ezra nods.  
 
    “Sup?” 
 
    “I am trying to gain my independence and buy a car.” Conleigh smiles at me and Ezra squeezes her hand.  
 
    My jaw ticks as I notice how close their chairs are pulled together.  
 
    “Good for you.” I grab a bottle of Heineken from the fridge and knock it back eagerly.   
 
    “I have to work early. Do you think you could drive her to that buy here pay here place off the interstate in the morning?”  Ezra looks to me. 
 
    I swallow hard unsure of how to proceed here. “No problem.” In the end, I agree because we need to talk. Her and me, no outside influences. Glancing down at her crossed ankles as her cheeks blush, I see her socks rolling down her calves at their own accord and it takes everything in me not to drop to my knees and run my rough, splintered, calloused fingers over her smooth skin. Fuck. She’s so beautiful without even trying.  
 
    She licks her lips, drawing my attention to that tempting and so damn kissable mouth. “Thank you,” she whispers, and her hair lops to the side as her bun comes undone as she tilts her head up at me. Her eyes holding waves of emotion all crashing against me. Beating me down, daring me to say fuck it all and stake my claim. Pump my fist against my chest and roar like the king of the jungle or some shit.  
 
    I want to get in Conleigh’s face and scream at her and demand she tell Ezra to get lost, that she belongs to me. But I don’t. I grit my teeth.  
 
    Wren comes strutting into the kitchen. “No one invited me to the kitchen pow wow. Are you whispering about me?”  He pulls out a chair and sits next to Conleigh. Scooting his chair as close to her as physically possible without sitting in her lap.  
 
    “Hello, Wren.”  
 
    “Hello, love.” He smirks and takes a drink from her wine glass.  
 
    “Excuse you,” she scoffs, scooting back her chair.  
 
    “I gotta get busy,” Ezra announces. “Hey, Con?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Will you put me a pot of coffee on, I have to work on the proposal for the Miller account, it’s going to be a late night. I just have to run down to the car and grab my suitcase.” He loosens his tie as he stands up. His cell phone rings and he answers it telling whoever is on the line to hold on.  
 
    She shrugs. “Sure.”  
 
    It pisses me off. Why is she doing anything for him? My jaw ticks as they smile at each other.  If I hadn’t sunk so much time and money into my workshop below us, I’d say screw it and give my place to them to rent and move the hell away from here.  
 
    Wren looks at me and shakes his head.  
 
    “Don’t,” I growl at him.  
 
    He smirks and rubs his chin. “You see Reese around? I thought she’d be around more than she has been.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and stroke my chin. “No, you’d know a helluva lot more about her than I would.”  
 
    He chuckles. “Conleigh, love dove. You going to come to my show this weekend?” 
 
    “If I’m working,” she answers over her shoulder as she puts a new filter in the coffee maker.  
 
    “I don’t think I can perform if you aren’t there to watch,” he attempts lamely to flirt.  
 
    “Get out of here.” I shove him toward the living room as he gets up from the table with the rest of Conleigh’s wine in tow.  
 
    “What time do you want to leave in the morning?” 
 
    Her shoulders sag and she turns to face me after pressing the brew button. “I guess around eight or nine unless you have somewhere to be. I can ask Bailey or get an Uber or cab.”  At the mention of Bailey, I remember our conversation. Her telling me to fight for Conleigh but I don’t know if I have it in me. Reese being here has reminded me all too much of what happens when I let anyone in.  
 
    “I have an appointment at ten.” I don’t know why I don’t explain that it’s a meeting with a divorce attorney. I don’t know why I never told Conleigh about Reese. It just never seemed important until now.  
 
    Does she know? Do I care? Yeah, I care a helluva a fucking lot. More than I want to. More than I should. 
 
    “Pull up your socks,” I tell her. 
 
    Her lips twitch into a semblance of a smile as she stares at me. 
 
    “Why don’t you pull them up?” She challenges and my dick jumps.  
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I warn.  
 
    “Are you chicken?” 
 
    I take a step toward her as her elbows rest calmly on the counter. “Don’t fuck with me,” I whisper, my eyes traveling down her thighs and down to those socks that are now hugging her ankles.  
 
    In a breathy whisper, she teases, “I plan on doing more than fucking you.” She smirks being brazen.  
 
    Just as I am about to go down on my knees Ezra calls from the dining room, “Con, will you bring me a cup of coffee?”  
 
    “I got it,” I tell her as I reach around her, pressing my hardening cock into her stomach to get a mug from the cabinet.  
 
    Her chest shudders as I brush against her and whisper in her ear, “This is far from finished.”  
 
    She bites her lip and nods.  
 
    “Maybe you had better bring it to him after all,” I tell her, adjusting my dick in my pants, wishing I could bend her over the counter right now, Ezra be damned.  
 
    By the time my hard on fades, Conleigh is seated in the living room watching trashy reality TV with fucking Wren and laughing. Ezra has his work spread across the dining room table and is concentrating on his task. I find myself going into my shop downstairs. The butterflies I made for Conleigh stare at me, taunting me to go back upstairs, drag her to my room and fuck her brains out until she truly submits to me. I don’t do that though because deep down I know I don’t want to hurt Ezra even though the bastard deserves to have her taken away from him.  I see the way he still looks at her. He still loves her.  
 
    I take my frustration out in the form of working. I start working on an order I received online to make a rocking chair. I mostly make signs and take on custom jobs when they come in or generally whatever inspires me.  Grabbing my measuring tape and pencil, I take out my pattern and start gathering the wood I will need.  
 
    An hour or two later I step outside in the chill of the night to cool down and take a break. Reese is walking down the street with her arms wrapped around her center, shivering. I pretend I don’t see her, but she comes straight to me. “I went to the bar, you weren’t there.” 
 
    “Nope,” I answer shortly. Why is she here? I look over at her as she leans against the building next to me. She’s about five years too late. Sure, she’s as beautiful as she ever was. Blonde hair, big blue eyes, huge tits, and a tiny waist. Years ago, she was my world. I thought she would be the mother of my children. I was so young and naïve. It wasn’t just her looks though that drew me in, back then she was so innocent and sweet or so I had thought. I guess I never knew the real her.  
 
    Now when I look at her, I don’t feel anything but pity. She’s pathetic. Her and Wren are so alike it’s almost funny. When she left me, she told me she chose the wrong brother and now here she is begging me to take her back. She ruined my life, or at least that is what I thought at the time, but in reality, she did me a favor. Thank God we never had any kids because we would have ended up where we are now, but a child would be the one hurting. We never would have worked long-term. I can see that now. She’s one of those people who will always be searching for the next best thing and sadly for her she let me go. And now that she knows no one will ever be as good to her as I was, she’s back. Thinking we can just go back to how things were before she took off. I’m not wired that way.  
 
    “Can we talk?”  
 
    “Nothing to talk about. Me and you got nothing in common other than Wren.” 
 
    “Holden…” she grabs my arm. “I’m still your wife.” 
 
    I remove her hand. “Not for long. Should have gotten those divorce papers drawn up when you left, Reese. It’s time we both let go and moved on. I forgot about you years ago. You need to do the same. We’ve been done a long time.” 
 
    “It’s that girl, isn’t it? The puker.” She snorts and shakes her head. Her blonde hair falls around her shoulders in waves with the movement. I used to love wrapping my hands in her hair but not anymore. The thought of being with anyone else after Conleigh makes my chest hurt. Reese’s blue eyes stare at me still holding on, still believing she can get me back.  
 
    “There’s been plenty of women since you’ve been gone. Conleigh doesn’t have a thing to do with how I feel about you, which by the way, is nothing at all. You don’t mean shit to me, Reese. Time you get it through your dense head. Now, if you’ll get the fuck off my property, I got shit to do.”  I don’t give her a second glance. I leave her standing in the cold and start back inside when she grabs my hand. “Don’t embarrass yourself, Reese.”  
 
    “Holden, kiss me and tell me you don’t feel anything for me,” she pleads, tugging on my fingers, bringing them to her mouth. She sucks my ring finger between her teeth and nibbles it. I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t feel good and that for a brief moment I didn’t remember how good we once were together.  
 
    The first time I saw her I thought wow. Her family was unloading a moving truck. She stood in her yard, her blonde waves blowing in the breeze as she smiled at me and waved. She was like an angel standing there. Only thing missing was a halo around her head. The next time I saw her she was sitting on the bleachers and looking lost. She was new to our school and had moved two houses down from me. Anyway, I had finally gotten up the courage to approach her. She made me so damn nervous. My stomach was in knots. She had remembered me living near her and told me she couldn’t remember the name of our street. I walked her home that day and every day after.  
 
    Jerking my finger away as her teeth rake over my skin, I tell her, “I don’t need to kiss you to remind myself. I already know. I told you there is no chance in hell I would ever go there with you again. Not in this life or any other.”  
 
    “I never meant to hurt you.” 
 
    “No one ever does, do they? Not you. Not Wren or my parents.” I shake my head. I don’t want to think about them either. I’m the son who never did anything right. I’m the son that threw his future away because I didn’t follow the plan they mapped out for me. I married Reese against their wishes and they cut me out of their lives as though I never existed. They knew she would ruin me, but they should have been there for me.  
 
    “You’ll see, Holden. I’ll prove it to you. We’re meant to be together.” With that she lets go of my hand and goes back the way she came from.  
 
    I hope it is the last time I watch her walk away and that its finally for fucking good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    For the past week, I have felt like I am in a dream, a nightmare really. I gave in to my attraction for Holden. Every second I was with him felt like the I was seeing butterflies for the first time. All the magic…it was there…for a moment it was real.  Then it was ripped away from me. That’s the thing about magic…it never lasts.  
 
    I wish I would have said screw it and let Ezra see me with his best friend but as much as he deserved it, I still couldn’t bring myself to hurt him in that way. I was afraid. But that is the funny thing about fear…it’s never rational. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s right and what is real anymore. I’ve allowed fear to rule me. I’ve given Ezra what he wanted, we aren’t back together but we aren’t exactly not together either.  
 
    Last night when he finished what he was working on, he came to bed. I was laying there reading and he kissed my forehead as he had so many times and for a few fleeting moments it felt right, and we kissed. It wasn’t all consuming or all together passionate. It was…familiar.  
 
    He caressed my cheeks and I let my guard down for one minute and he found his way in. His tongue slid between my lips and I allowed him to explore what we once shared. Those feelings we spent two years building came rushing back. It wasn’t fair of me, but I was still keyed up from my encounter with Holden in the kitchen. Then I saw him last night with her. His wife. I was going to see if he was in his shop. I couldn’t hear what they were saying but I got the idea quickly when his finger was in her mouth. I didn’t hang out on the stairs any longer and went back inside before either of them noticed me. I used Ezra and let him touch me, all the while knowing it was wrong, but he knows my body and he fingered me and kissed me until I got off. Then he jacked off next to me without any help from me.  
 
    I told him I would give him a chance, but deep down I’m not trying. I figure he will fuck up again sooner or later. Go fuck Judy again, though he says he fired her. I guess that makes me a coward.  
 
    It’s the next morning and I feel like a shitty person.  
 
    Holden tugs on my hair as he goes to the fridge. Electricity shoots through my body. Ezra is in the shower. I hear the refrigerator door opening then closing, and I don’t dare turn around. I keep my attention locked on the bacon frying in the pan.  
 
    I can’t crack. I can’t break. I have a plan to let Ezra fuck up again, so I can get out of my promise to him and I have to stick to it. But Holden isn’t making it easy on me.  
 
    I can feel his breath on my neck as chills fan across my chest and a shiver escapes me, giving my reaction away.  
 
    “I’ll see you in a few,” he whispers, his breath hot, sticky even, as it clings to the shell of my ear. We’re supposed to go look at a car I have been eyeing.  
 
    I feel frozen in place, unable to speak let alone breathe. His hand cups my jaw, his finger pressing between my lips before traveling down my arm, over the curve of my hip and to my butt. I gasp as he cups my cheek, firm, full of possession.  
 
    Ezra will be out of the shower any second now. He could walk in right now. What would he see? Holden standing close to my back? Would he know he has me on the brink of insanity, trapped between desire and stupidity?  
 
    “Don’t kiss him goodbye. Don’t be long. Wear the red shirt, I love you in red.” His words are still reaching my brain when I realize he has already exited the room.  
 
    “Hey, you’re burning the bacon.” Ezra. 
 
    Snapping from Holden’s spell, I look down as black smoke begins wisp up to my nose. Curling my lips, I remove the skillet from the burner before it chars.  “Sorry.” 
 
    I turn around and see Ezra with a towel secured around his trim but fit waist. It hits me—guilt…realization that seeing him does nothing to me. Not even a morsel of the response Holden just awakened in me moments ago. I’m in deep shit. Why did I tell Ezra I would give him a chance when I know we are so over? Because I had a moment of jealousy and wanted to get Holden back for being with his wife. God, I am so fucked in the head.  
 
    Holden is only fucking with me. I can’t let my feelings for him cloud what I need to do. I shake my head and return my attention to preparing Ezra’s bacon sandwich.  
 
    “What’s your schedule look like today?” I ask, as I slather his wheat toast with mayonnaise.  
 
    “Meeting with the design team for the cat litter account at eight, conference calls until lunch, then a game of golf with the old man and his banker.”  
 
    “So, a late night then?”  
 
    “Probably will stay at the clubhouse, so I can go to the airport from there with Dad.”  
 
    I nod. Excitement floods me. I’m a terrible person. I completely forgot he will be gone for the next four days.  
 
    “You working the split shift at the bar?” 
 
    I smile as Holden flashes to the front of my mind. “Yeah, I get off around seven. I may catch a movie with Bailey after.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m glad you have her to keep you company while I’m away.”  
 
    “I could come to the clubhouse and stay with you, that is if you want me too?” I offer knowing he will decline. He never wants me there. He probably has a bitch on the side there as well.  
 
    “Go, enjoy the movie. I’ll be turning in early. The car will be there at four-thirty in the morning. I’ll be sleeping as soon as I get in.” 
 
    “Makes sense.”  I am surprised he is being so agreeable. After our fight, he has gone back to being his usual workaholic-self, acting as though nothing happened, as though he didn’t cheat on me.  
 
    Ezra eats his sandwich and gets ready for work. I can hear Holden downstairs working in his shop. I wish he wasn’t married, but he doesn’t seem to care. Why should I? Maybe I will start thinking like a guy and having my side piece too. Why shouldn’t I get the best of both worlds like Ezra and Holden.  
 
    In the bedroom, I start getting ready for my shift at the bar later and to hopefully get a car. My fingers brush across the red shirt Holden asked me to wear. As much as I want to make him happy, I shouldn’t encourage him. I should let both of them go, but this is too good of real material for my book.  
 
    Ezra comes up behind me as I take the black bar shirt from the hanger. His arms go around me and I shiver (not in a good way either). “I’m going to miss you while I’m gone. I don’t like you working at the bar.” His chin dips down on my shoulder and his cologne that I used to love the scent of makes my stomach churn as much as his touch does. “But at least I know Holden will keep an eye on you and keep any customers from attempting to steal you away from me. I love you in black, Snookems, it makes me so damn hard.”  
 
    I freeze and decide I never want to wear black again. 
 
    Ezra leaves and I grab the red shirt.  
 
    ———— 
 
    In the cab of his truck, Holden grips the wheel tightly. Tension surrounds us so damn thick that I have to crack my damn window. “Why are ya sitting over there?” 
 
    I don’t know why I say it, but I guess it’s eating at me. “Because I’m not your wife.” 
 
    His eyes darken as he swerves into the next lane and pulls into a car wash stall. He shuts the truck off.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask as he unbuckles his seatbelt.   
 
    He turns to face me. “Come here,” he growls. 
 
    “No.” I fold my arms over my chest. The chilly air seeps through my cracked window, filling the truck quickly. The windows begin to sweat and fog as the warmth from the heater mixes with it.  
 
    Holden reaches over and undoes my seatbelt. His eyes never leave mine as I glare at him. I reluctantly meet him in the middle of the bench seat. “Wipe that fucking snarky look from your face, Con. Reese and me have been over for years. I don’t have to explain myself to you. I don’t see you telling me shit all about you getting back with Ezra.”  
 
    He has me there and I pout.  
 
    “You’re jealous.” He brushes his thumb over my lips. “Did you kiss him?” I look away and he sighs. “You going back to him?” 
 
    “Does it matter? I saw you with her last night.” 
 
    He sucks in a breath. “Don’t know what you saw, but I asked you a question?” 
 
    “Not this morning,” I answer him.  
 
    He pinches my bottom lip between his fingers on the verge of being painful. He whispers, “Good.” Then he kisses me softly.  
 
    His mouth on mine ignites me and I push his shoulders back, pressing him into the door, deepening our kiss. His hands grip my hips as I work on pulling his shirt over his head. His thumb brushes over my hip bone while his other hand cups my ass. “We could go back to the apartment ya know,” he says with a smirk.  
 
    “Wren’s there,” I tell him like it matters.  
 
    “We can get a room and say fuck the world today,” he says, and it is so damn tempting.  
 
    “We have time. Ezra will be gone for the next three or four days,” I inform him.  
 
    His hands stop touching me and he goes rigid. “What’s that have to do with anything?”  
 
    “I only meant we won’t have to worry about him being around. Holden, are you seriously mad at me right now?” 
 
    “Forget it,” he says but I can’t.  
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck and he rolls his eyes and tries to pry me off him.  
 
    His cock is steely beneath me and I rock into him. “Holden.” 
 
    “We should go before someone sees us.” 
 
    I rest my forehead on his. “We should but I don’t want to,” I confess and unbutton his jeans.  I wink at him and bite my swollen lip.   
 
    His head thumps back on the glass and he holds my hands still. “Not here like this. Tonight, after the bar closes we’ll talk.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I grumble and slide back to the passenger side sexually frustrated. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 
 
    Holden  
 
    After helping Conleigh haggle with the dealership, she drove off the lot in her beater Honda Civic. She was so damn happy behind the wheel though. I just left my attorney’s office. He said he’d attempt to serve Reese at her parent’s house later today or early tomorrow. She better not fucking contest it. I don’t know what game she is playing but I don’t want any part of it.  
 
    I’ve just arrived at the bar and Wren is here making a fucking spectacle of himself, but the place is packed so I won’t complain. College girls are competing for his attention and he’s eating it up. Conleigh is too busy keeping up with her tables to notice me. Waylon sent me a text earlier and said Cheryl called out sick. Missy is supposed to start back next week. Waylon’s mom is going to keep the baby while they work. I am trying to work the schedule to give them two days off together every week. That’s where Conleigh will come in. I want to train her to bartend. I figured the two of us can work together on Sunday and Monday; the two slowest days.  We get the football crowds, but they mainly drink pitchers and order wings. I want to do away with the food menu all together. The place needs an overhaul. I just haven’t decided if I want to sink more money in the place. I plan to do some small renovations. I’ve had a few offers to buy me out. It has potential being so close to campus. Wren waves me over and I reluctantly accept his invitation and follow him downstairs.  
 
    “Wanna play a game?”  He holds up a rack for the pool table.  
 
    “You find a place yet?” 
 
    “Damn, man. You hate me that much? I thought we could leave the past behind, ya know? I’ve changed. I have a proposition for you?” 
 
    “Fine. Rack ‘em. You win, I’ll listen. If I win you pack your shit and go beg Reese to stay at her parent’s place.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t know why you gotta be such a prick. I told you I was sorry. I know I shouldn’t have fucked her. I was on drugs. I know it isn’t excuse. But fuck, I hardly knew what city or country I was in most the time.”  
 
    “You could have not taken her with you.” 
 
    “She wanted to go, and I asked you to come. We both begged you. But you wanted to stay in school. I told you not to marry her. You wouldn’t listen. Reese was a whore. She still is.”  
 
    “Just rack. I don’t want to revisit shit that doesn’t matter.”  
 
    He gets to it and I send Waylon an order upstairs for a beer.  
 
    A few minutes later, Conleigh brings it down and I cop a feel of her rear. She shakes her head. “That’s considered sexual harassment.” 
 
    “You gonna turn me in?” 
 
    “Well there’s my love dove,” Wren interrupts before she can respond. 
 
    Conleigh rolls her eyes and moves on to get her next tray of drinks from the bar.  
 
    “You’re asking for trouble with that one,” my brother informs me as I line up my next shot. 
 
    “How do you figure?”  
 
    “She’s too good for you.” 
 
    I sink the nine ball in the corner pocket.  
 
    “But she’s perfect for you, right?” 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head. “Not even close. A girl like her is much too sweet for our blood.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “She’s your best friend’s girl, correct?” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve her, and she knows it.” I shrug and scratch my next shot.  
 
     “You’re going to get hurt.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
     “I shouldn’t but you’re my brother. I’ll always tell you the truth even if you don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    I frown but know he means it.  Doesn’t mean I think he’s right though.  
 
    In the end, Wren wins so I take him to my office to hear his proposal.  
 
    I take a seat on the edge of my desk. “So, let’s have it. What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t say no. Just hear me out first.” 
 
    I nod so he gets to it. 
 
    “I want to invest in your bar. Become a partner. I have a little money saved from our last record. There’s so much potential here, but to be blunt. You aren’t utilizing the space and making the money you could be.” 
 
    “You, who I couldn’t even share a bedroom with want to be partners?” 
 
    “Yeah man, the band is done with shows on the road. I’m done with that life. I want to settle down and build a life. I got so busy making a living that I wasn’t living, man. Just coasting through town to town. Nothing to call mine. I can do this. We can do this together. It’s like we used to talk about when we were younger.  We could have live music. I have the connections.”   
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    He smiles. “You serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why not?” 
 
    “I was ready for you to shoot me down and call me every name in the book.”  
 
    “Bros before hos. Besides, I’ve been trying to decide what to do with the place. Let me get this divorce shit out of the way then we can get the paperwork drawn up.” People deserve a second chance. Not all but some. Wren may be full of shit but at the end of the day he is my brother.  He was young and dumb. Hell, we all were.  
 
    “You won’t regret this. I swear to you, Hold, we’re gonna turn this place around. I need this, brother. I need something to look forward to.”  
 
    “I believe you. So, you think she’ll sign the papers?” 
 
    “You really going through with it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s long overdue.” 
 
    “She loves you,” he says. “You used to love her, but she will probably fight you. I don’t trust her.” 
 
    “Reese only loves Reese. I know that and so do you.” 
 
    “She regrets it you know. She used to talk about coming home and winning you back. She said a lot of things…” 
 
    “Shut up before I change my mind on being partners.” 
 
    “Alright.” He holds his palms up.   
 
    “You’re still getting your own place.” I grin, and he chuckles, clamping me on the shoulder as he follows me back to the front. I’m only teasing him. I have it in my mind that tonight shit gets settled between Conleigh and me. No more back and forth shit. I promised her space, but that space will only push her back to Ezra and I want him gone. When he gets back it’s time he learns the truth. It’s time for him to move out and Wren can take his room.  
 
    The happy hour crowd has dwindled down to a few people. Conleigh and Waylon are cleaning up. She’s supposed to be off by now, but with Cheryl out, I can’t leave Waylon to do all this shit on his own.  
 
    Conleigh clears the tables and Waylon wipes them down making shit get done quicker. Wren even grabs a broom while I restock the bar. The four of us make a good team.  
 
    The door chimes and in walks Bailey. She goes straight for Conleigh but before she makes it to her my brother serves as a distraction. She detours to his location near the bar.  
 
    “Holy shit on a cracker, you’re that dude.” 
 
    “What dude would that be?” He flashes her his charming smile.  
 
    “That group. Oh my god, I love your songs. Your voice is liquid velvet,” she gushes.  
 
    “Thanks,” he takes a napkin from the bar and grabs a pen. “Who do I make this out to?” 
 
    “Bailey.” She grins eagerly.  
 
    This has bad news written all over it. Wren takes her hand and kisses her knuckles.  Yeah, this is a disaster in the making. A train wreck. If Bailey thought I was a dick she has no idea what she is in for with my brother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    My feet are killing as I flip the last chair up on the table. I should have gotten off work over an hour ago, but Cheryl called out and Waylon shouldn’t be left to clean everything alone. Wren and Holden pitched in to get us out of here faster. But now Holden is back in his office closing out the register with Waylon, and Bailey is shooting pool with Wren.  
 
    They are making goo goo eyes at each other. It’s disgusting and cute at the same time. Bailey is being such a tart and pretending she doesn’t know how to line up a shot so Wren will teach her.  
 
     I go to the bathroom to freshen up, but I’m really too tired to go to the late night showing at the theater. What I really want to do is go home and go to bed, but Holden also said we would talk tonight. I don’t know if I have it in me though. I have received a few texts spread throughout the night from Ezra, just checking in. I haven’t responded to any of them. Maybe that isn’t fair of me, but now I regret telling him we would see how things go and where they will lead. Because deep down I know we are on the road to nowhere. I got pissed at Holden and reacted. Jealousy is a bitch.  
 
    As I am coming out of the bathroom, Bailey pushes me back in.  
 
    “Oh my God!” She squeals and bounces grabbing my arms. “Wren James. Holy shit. He’s so famous.”  
 
    “He’s also Holden’s brother,” I say, bursting her bubble.  
 
    Her eyes grow wide and her mouth drops. “I never thought about that. Hmm. We could date brothers.” She smirks, surprising me.  
 
    “Who are you and where is my friend?” 
 
    “Conleigh, how many times in my life am I going to have the chance with a rock star. Seriously! He’s so freaking gorgeous.” She flips her hair and checks out her reflection in the mirror.  
 
    “He is good looking,” I agree.  
 
    “So, uh. Do you mind if we do the theater another night? Wren invited me to hang at the apartment and I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s perfect. I’m exhausted. Just be careful. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” She hugs my neck and we make our way out front where Wren and Holden are waiting for us. Waylon appears to already have left.  
 
    Seeing the two of them standing side by side, the resemblance is there although Wren has darker hair and is slightly shorter than Holden. Both are equally handsome, but I am definitely partial to Holden and his beard.  
 
    Wren grabs Bailey by the hand and pulls her into his side, whispering in her ear, and making her giggle. Not wasting another second, I smile at Holden, but he doesn’t return the gesture. He only waves me out the door, locking it once Wren and Bailey stop touching each other long enough to leave. I go on to my new to me car. It could be a heap of junk for all I know but I love it. It’s perfect for me. Wren has Bailey pushed up against the driver’s side door of her car, his hand is moving up the side of her sweater and I can’t help but laugh and smile to myself as I prepare to leave. Holden is getting in his truck as I back out of the lot.  
 
    Maybe we aren’t going to have a talk. Maybe he has changed his mind.  
 
    I park and go in, headed straight for my room to grab a change of clothes. I’m in desperate need of a shower. Holden can do whatever in the hell he wants to, and I can too. All of this back and forth in my life is making me crazy.  
 
    Stripping down, I look at myself in the mirror and I barely recognize the woman staring back at me. Sure, my features are the same, but I appear more hardened not quite as happy and free as I had felt when I first agreed to move in. Ezra’s and Holden’s deodorants are in the medicine cabinet. I sniff each one and gauge my reaction to either one. Ezra’s has a spicy smell that makes me sad where Holden’s is cool and earthy. The moment I inhale a big whiff, I smile. But can I base my love life on my reaction to men’s deodorant?  
 
    With a heavy sigh, I adjust the temperature of the water and get my shampoo from under the sink.  
 
    Stepping under the spray of warm water, I pull the clear curtain shut. I stand here for a moment letting the worries of today rinse away at least for a little while.  
 
    I start lathering the soap on my body when I feel a chill. My eyes pop open. Next thing I know, Holden is stepping into the shower with me. He doesn’t say anything, and I don’t either. It’s a tight fit, but I am not complaining. His body, naked and wet is a sight to feast on. My gaze travels his body taking in every inch. From the small patches of manly hair that fans across his muscular chest to the trail that leads down his stomach to his manhood between his thick legs that I remember pinning me down in bed. He studies my body with hungry eyes before taking the soap from my hand and finishing the job I started. We remain silent as he massages, plucks and teases my body with his steady hands. My own are trembling, aching to reach out and touch him. The desire to have him right here right now burns through my core. I know I want him tonight, but will I still want him tomorrow? 
 
    His eyes blaze across my soapy flesh, searing me.  
 
    “Let me do you,” I tell him, moving to trade places with him. 
 
    His body presses against mine, slippery and oh so hard and sexy. I take my time running my lathered hands all over the contours of his body. He grunts when I rub his inner thighs, so I pay special attention to them, massaging him deeply. His fist grips my hair as I sink to my knees.  
 
    Long, hard, and fully erect, his cock is eagerly awaiting my affection.  
 
    I look up at him, wiping the water from my eyes. He’s staring down at me with his jaw clenched, mirroring a God and every dark and dirty fantasy I have ever dreamt.  
 
    Water trickles from his beard and plops onto my head as the fresh rain scent of the soap bubbles in my hands. It smells of Holden. Running my hands down his calves, I continue to wash him, taking my time, making him wait. Teasing us both with the idea of my taking him in my mouth.  
 
    Finally, I trail my fingers back up his thighs and cup his balls, rolling them in my palms. He rocks back on the balls of his feet and throws his head back. While his eyes are closed, I wrap a hand around his girth, stroking and jerking up and down. A tremble courses through his body down to the tip of his cock as I take him between my lips, running my tongue along his wet, heated flesh.  
 
    “Fuck,” rips from his throat as his fingers bite into my scalp, yanking on the roots of my hair. The water runs clear below me, rushing down the drain. Holden’s hips thrust forward sending him further into my mouth. I push all my what ifs to a faraway place and concentrate on bringing Holden pure pleasure. I want to stake my claim on him, erase Reese from his mind and body. I want him to forget that he was ever married to her.   
 
    Passion and jealousy drives me. I hold onto his tight buttocks, bracing myself for the furious pace of his thrusts. Each time he glides in and out of the part between my lips he comes closer to reaching the back of my throat. Tears spring in the corners of my eyes as my mouth stretches to accommodate him.  
 
    Releasing one hand, I can’t resist slipping my deft fingers between my parted thighs and touching myself, imagining Holden’s tongue in their place. I moan around his thick cock. A thrill shoots through me and I use my other hand to tweak my nipple.  
 
    Holden is staring down at me, lust smoldering in his liquid steel eyes. “That’s it, Con, play with your pussy for me. You’re so damn good, baby,” he praises.  
 
    He holds the back of my head, keeping me right where he wants me. Just as I am on the cusp of my orgasm he slides out of my mouth and smacks his dick on my lips, shooting his load on my tongue.  
 
    He grins as I swallow and follow by sticking my clean tongue out at him. It’s exactly like the pages in my book are coming to life.  
 
    Holden pulls me to my feet and shuts the water off. As we towel off my pussy throbs with want.  
 
    As though he can read my mind, Holden says, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you in a few.” 
 
    And he does.  
 
    I don’t bother with my clothes, I leave them on the toilet, not caring if Bailey and Wren see me darting to Holden’s room clad in only a towel. I only have one thing on my mind…Holden fucking me all night long.  
 
    I ignore the giggles coming from the living room. I don’t even look in their direction.  
 
    As soon as I step through the doorway of Holden’s room, he grabs my arms and pulls me across the hall.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I hiss. 
 
    “I’m fucking you in Ezra’s bed. I want him to lay in our passion and love when he comes home. I want him to smell our sex on his sheets. I want him to smell me on you. I want him to know you’re mine. I don’t want to play games anymore, Conleigh.” 
 
    “We can’t do that.” I shake my head, but my thighs are sticky with need. Every word out of his mouth has me becoming wetter. 
 
    He shuts me up by pressing his lips to mine. His beard scratches against me, every nerve in my body burns with pure desire.  
 
    When we break apart he pulls me further into the room I share with Ezra. Holden’s towel is the first to fall to the floor. He takes a seat on the edge of the bed and pulls me between his legs by the edges of my towel.  
 
    “We can’t. It wouldn’t be right,” I argue, losing my resolve.  
 
    “One day, very soon, you're going to run out of excuses. You're gonna ache for me as I ache for you. It's gonna hurt so damn bad, sweetheart. You'll be throbbing between your legs, remembering the way it felt when I rolled those goddamned socks down to your toes and ran my tongue up to that sweet part between your thighs. You'll remember the way I looked into your eyes, knowing you fucked up.” 
 
    “Holden, please...” 
 
    “No, we're past pleases and thank yous.” His eyes are as cold and dark as his tone. Before I know what's happening, he grabs me between my legs. “I bet you’re soaked right now.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “You what?”  He moves his hand ever so slightly and I quiver. With his other hand, he presses the pad of his thumb between the part in my lips, as I struggle for words, gasping, desperately for the breath he has stolen. 
 
    “I want you,” I confess what he already knows. “I want to be with you.” I drop my towel and straddle his thighs. He’s already erect and ready. The head of his dick teases my swollen lips, kissing them before I sink fully onto him.  
 
    “Goddamn, you feel so good. Your body was meant to be joined with mine,” he says, his voice husky and broken. 
 
    He falls back on the bed I go easily with him, ignoring the familiar smell of Ezra’s cologne on the covers.  He doesn’t get to exist in here tonight.  
 
    One hand holds my hip and the other travels up my body until his thumb finds the part in my mouth and I suck his digit into my mouth and bite it as my orgasm builds. I ride him hard and steady, circling my hips as he thrusts up off the bed. I’m so close but I also don’t want this moment to end. I’m stuck between heaven and hell, needing to get off. My thighs shake as my pussy spasms, squeezing him tighter, chasing the high for a brief moment longer.  
 
    My body rises and falls with his, our chests slick with sweat, our shower long forgotten and newly needed.  
 
    This is what making love feels like I think as I give myself willingly and freely.  
 
    Consequences be damned. 
 
    I belong to this man.  
 
    I love him.  
 
    “Holden,” I whisper his name as he rolls over top me.  
 
    His fingers trace my lips. “What, baby?” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    He shoves my knees outward drives into me harder and deeper than I thought possible. He smacks his chest and looks at me. His eyes are a storm of emotions. “Say it again,” he rumbles deep from his throat.  
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    His fingers lace with mine and he presses his palms flat against mine above my head as he pumps his raging hard on between my legs, faster and faster until I am trembling for him.  
 
    “I’m so close.” 
 
    The headboard beats against the wall, knocking on heaven’s door as I find my sweet release with Holden following close behind. His warmth floods my inner walls then runs down my thighs and onto the sheets. 
 
    We both just lay here, our hearts beating erratically. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25 
 
    Holden 
 
    She loves me.  
 
    My heart is ready to combust its swelled up so damn large. I cradle her in my arms and brush my lips across her bare shoulder, savoring the taste of my sweat and hers mixed on her skin. She smiles up at me as her fingers stroke the hair on my chest.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” I ask her.  
 
    “That this feels right. You and me. The rest of the world be damned. But…I hate that you’re married. I hate that Ezra lives here. I hate that in a few days this perfect cocoon will disappear. Then we will be back to stolen glances and touches.” 
 
    I inhale through my nose then exhale through my mouth. My nostrils flare at her words. “We aren’t sneaking around. This is the end of the line, Conleigh, I won’t share you. And I sure as fuck can’t sneak around like school kids. Tomorrow you’re moving your shit across the hall to my room. Tomorrow Reese will be served with the divorce papers if she hasn’t been already; we both should have signed them years ago. And when Ezra gets back, we’re telling him the truth, together. He can stay until he finds a place, but I already promised his room to Wren.” 
 
    Gawking at me she blinks. “You what?”  
 
    “Been thinking on a lot of shit. I’m ready to make changes but I can’t wait for life to happen or it will pass me by. I gotta take chances. This is it for me. I want a life with you. I want to be with you, and I don’t give a damn who likes it or not. You make me so fucking happy. You’re like my own personal ray of sunshine. I want to make you happy. I want you to write your heart out and chase your dreams, Conleigh. I just want a life with you.”  
 
    Before she can reply to agree or to argue. Bailey is knocking on the door. “Hey, Con. Wren made pizza and I was wondering if I could bum something to sleep in.” 
 
    “Tell her no. I want her naked,” Wren shouts, sounding as though he is further down the hall.  
 
    “Give me a minute,” Conleigh tells her. She starts to get up and I pull her back down.  
 
    “I’m not finished with you.” I bite her shoulder and she smiles.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” she says looking at me with a sexy smirk.  
 
    “Then I’ll feed you.” 
 
    Her brow raises. “I need real food.” 
 
    “I’ll feed you that too,” I promise.  
 
    She sighs and snuggles into the bed. I think to myself, that’s right, baby, rub our sex all over his bed.  Maybe I’m a dirty fucker but so be it. I know I’d pay any price to keep her.  
 
    Picking my towel up from the floor, I secure it around my waist.  Then I go over to the dresser and look back at my girl. “Which drawer has your sleepwear shit in it?” 
 
    She smiles lazily at me. “The third one.”  
 
    Turning back around, I take out a tank top and pair of shorts and hold them up for approval.  
 
    She nods. 
 
    “I’ll be back with your pizza.” I grin at her. 
 
    Bailey stands in the hall waiting.  
 
    “Glad to see you listened to me,” she gloats.  
 
    “So, you like my brother, huh?” I smirk and hand her the clothes.  
 
    Her eyes light up. “He’s got personality.”  
 
    “Take it easy on him, killer. He’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “He told me,” she says, surprising me.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nods and whispers, “Yeah. Believe it or not we’ve been in there talking. Unlike you.” She pokes my chest with a laugh.  
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Yeah, really cool.”  
 
    “What’s taking so long?” Wren yells from the living room. He stretches over the back of the couch. “You better not be trying to invite her in bed with you two. I like this one.” 
 
    Bailey crinkles her nose and shudders. “Eww,” she mutters, and I am not offended at all.  
 
    “That feeling is mutual,” I tell her, and she shakes her head going to the bathroom to change. I go across the hall to grab a pair of shorts.  
 
    In the kitchen, I’m grabbing a few slices of pizza and a couple beers. Wren joins me.  
 
    “Bailey, man. I dig her.” 
 
    I laugh. “She’s perfect for you, man, just don’t lead her on. She’s Conleigh’s bestie.” 
 
    “Don’t plan on it. Want to take it slow and not rush into shit. I’m still working on me and she gets that. I’ve been upfront.  I’m not even trying to hit that. But you have been in there tearing that pussy up. I bet they could hear that bed thumping into the wall across the street.” He smacks my shoulder and laughs.  
 
    Bailey calls for him from the living room and I head back down the hall.  
 
    I take the food and drinks to my room. In Ezra’s room Conleigh is lying in bed on her phone.  
 
    Snatching the phone from her hands, I look down at the screen. She’s texting with fucking Ezra.  
 
    I suck in a deep breath and try to get a grip on my jealousy. “Why are you talking to him?” I thumb through the conversation.  
 
    “He wouldn’t stop messaging, Holden,” she snaps and grabs the phone back from me and powers it off.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I tell her, meaning it. “I’m crazy about you, baby.”  
 
    She smiles faintly.  
 
    “Come here,” I tell her, and she lets the covers fall away and comes straight into my arms.  
 
    Picking her up and cradling her like a baby, I carry her to my bed. Our bed. I love the sound of that.  
 
    We lay next to each other feeding one another bites of the pepperoni pizza and sharing a bottle of Bud.  
 
    “I want this every night.” 
 
    “Me too.” Conleigh tops off the last of the beer and rolls over, snuggling her head in the crook of my neck.  
 
    I draw lazy figure eights on her arm and kiss her forehead.  
 
    This is perfect and all I need.  
 
    Her with me.  
 
    Her fingers skim along my torso, groping and exploring the contours of my body.  
 
    My cock twitches when she strokes the top of my thigh.  
 
    “You’re sensitive here, huh?” 
 
    “A little,” I admit.  
 
    “Hmm…” she smirks and wiggles down until she is eye level with my dick. Her velvety lips kiss the head sensually.  
 
    I grip the sheets, balling them in my fists. She is trying to kill me.  
 
    She winks at me and glides her tongue along the shaft, slow and skillful. Its torturous and erotic. One hell of a turn on watching her. She takes her time flicking her tongue against the ridges until she finally comes back up quickly to the bulbous top, taking just the tip between her lips and sucking me to the roof of her mouth. She moans, and my hand goes to her head.  
 
    “Fuck, baby. That feels so good,” I encourage her to keep going, plucking her nipple between my fingertips. Her eyes are hooded as we watch one another. She keeps her leisurely pace and I match it, thrusting ever so lightly against her mouth, fucking her parted lips slowly, going deeper every time.  
 
    When I’m close to nutting, I pull her back by her hair and shove her to the foot of the bed by her shoulder.  
 
    Satisfied with her position, I hook my arms under her knees and repay the attention. Taking my time, licking her slit from clit to ass, tasting my essence on her and loving it. Her hips arch and she squirms, but I spread her lips and nip at her clit. Teasing the rim of her ass with my finger, I apply pressure there but don’t push in.  
 
    “Holden,” she calls out my name in a sultry prayer.  
 
    I ignore her plea and continue to taste and tease her swollen pussy, using my tongue and my fingers on her. Her fingers dig into my scalp, nearly drawing blood as she grinds against my mouth. I inhale her sweet scent and bury my tongue deeper inside her, licking and sucking until her orgasm peaks. Her juices coat my tongue and I keep licking and sucking until she’s begging me to stop but I coat my finger with her sweet wetness and stick it in her ass, as she jerks, and the walls of her ass squeeze my finger tight.  
 
    And just when she screams out that she can’t handle anymore, I take away my fingers and my mouth and she whimpers. I look down at her as I line my dick up with her greedy pussy and I know I will never tire of this. I want to give her this every damned day. Morning, noon, and night. Who needs anything else but that gorgeous smile that is spread across her face?  
 
    Driving my cock home in her sweet pussy that was made for loving me, I pull her with me, as I go back on my calves. Her legs hook around me as she impales herself on my cock. Her teeth shred into my shoulder as I hold deep inside her daring her to move.  
 
    That whimper I love to hear rips from her throat as her body trembles against mine then I move her hips, guiding her and she rides me hard and fast until I shatter, splintering into a million pieces, exploding my love deep within her walls.  
 
    Her hair clings to her neck as my lips find hers never wanting to let her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26 
 
    Conleigh 
 
    Waking up, I’m sore as hell. Stiff and achy between my thighs but I feel on top of the world. Holden’s arms were wrapped around me, holding me securely to him when I woke. He went out with Wren to get breakfast. I don’t want this to end but in the back of my mind I do worry about telling Ezra. I know I probably shouldn’t care how he feels considering he was cheating on me, but Holden is talking about kicking him out and telling him we are together. I don’t even know what that means. Does he mean we are an official couple now even though he is technically married to someone else? Does that make me the other woman and no better than Judy? I know it really doesn’t; the situations are different. Holden hasn’t been with Reese in years and I believe him. I’ve been around him plenty over the past two years and he’s never mentioned her, and she hasn’t lived here as far as I know. There isn’t anything hers of here. No trace that they were ever a couple. Not even a photograph that I can find.  
 
    Bailey is still asleep, and under Holden’s orders, I am making room for my stuff in his room. I may be snooping a little too. I mean, this is crazy. We’ve fucked like rabbits, but do we really know each other? But I guess that is what you are supposed to do in a relationship, learn about each other every day and build a life together. It all just feels so fast and sudden. Is Holden doing this because he loves me and wants to be with me or because he has something to prove to Ezra or himself?  
 
    I’m not having doubts exactly, but I feel like I should be taking precautions to protect myself. I don’t think Holden intends on hurting me but what if he does? Then what? The unknown future scares me.  
 
    I go to clean out the nightstand to put my birth control pills in it when I realize I haven’t been taking them. With all the stress this past week, I’ve missed my pills. I can’t believe I didn’t take them. I usually do it first thing every morning before I even go to the bathroom. I try not to freak out and make a mental note to call my doctor. In the back of the drawer though, I see my missing sock crumpled up and I don’t know whether to be grossed out or laugh. I pull it out and it’s stiff. I toss it to the floor. He really jerked off with my sock.  
 
    He’s crazy.  But he’s crazy for me.  
 
    A light tap sounds on the opened door.  Turning around, I see Bailey scrubbing the sleep from her eyes.  
 
    “Hey, good morning, sleep head.” 
 
    “Whatcha doing?” She questions on a yawn, stretching her arms over her head.  
 
    I take in a breath. Telling my best friend that I am moving into Holden’s room is good practice for confronting Ezra. “I’m moving in with Holden,” I confide. 
 
    Her eyes bulge. “You’re doing what?” 
 
    “I’m going to be with Holden.” 
 
    She leans against the doorframe. “I get that.” She smirks but then her lips turn down. “Don’t you think it’s too soon to be jumping across the hall to his bed. I mean, don’t get mad at me, but shouldn’t you take some time and let it sink in that you ended a two-year relationship. Does Ezra even know?” 
 
    I shake my head. A sinking feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. I know some of what she says is true but being with Holden feels right. Moving in with him and being in his arms makes me happy.  “I love him.” 
 
    “You love him! Jesus, Conleigh. How in the hell do you go from fucking him to loving him in a matter of a couple of days? It just seems rushed and not thought out.”  
 
    “I just do, okay?” 
 
    “I think you’re making a mistake. But you’re my best friend and I will support your choices even if I think you are being dumb.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    “At least I’m honest,” she says, shrugging her shoulders in an apologetic fashion. 
 
    “That you are my friend, that you are.” She smiles. “So, you going to help me or what?” 
 
    “After I go to the bathroom, I’m at your disposal.” 
 
    “Good. You can tell me about you and Wren while you’re at it.” 
 
    She groans and flips me the bird as she goes to the bathroom.  
 
    When she gets out though, the guys are back, and we can’t gossip and compare notes about the James brothers. Wren has a bag of food in his hands whereas Holden is lugging in a stack of boxes and packing tape.  
 
    “What’s all this?” I ask.  
 
    “We’re having a packing party.” 
 
    “A packing party?” I repeat confused.  
 
    “Yup. Told you when Ezra gets back from his trip, I want him out and Wren needs a room, so we’ll get your stuff separated and Ezra won’t have to worry about packing his shit up because it will be done for him.” 
 
    “Okay.” I don’t argue. Why would I? It’s time to let Ezra go and start anew.   
 
    The four of us work diligently and within five hours, my stuff is all put away in Holden’s room and Ezra’s things are boxed and stacked along a wall in the dining room. It all feels so final. I run my fingers along the boxes, staring at them almost as if I am looking at a casket. No one has died but saying goodbye to the past two years with Ezra nearly feels as though there has been a death.  
 
    Bailey is out with Wren picking out furniture for his room. Apparently, he doesn’t have anything other than a bag of clothes. Living on the road for five years doesn’t leave time for accumulating much material possessions.  
 
    Holden is down in his shop getting the chest he made for Waylon and Missy’s daughter ready. I am going with him to deliver it.  Holden closed the bar for today. Said he wanted to spend the day with me and that it wouldn’t kill the business to shut down for one day. I overheard him and Wren talking about the renovations they want to make. I guess Wren is going to be Holden’s partner or something. I think it’s a smart move. The place could use a facelift and relaunch.  
 
    I’m putting my shoes on when there is a knock at the front door.  I don’t think to check to see who it is. It could be Bailey and Wren. When I open the door though I am met with my mother’s daggered glare.  
 
    “Ezra told me you were here.” She pinches her eyes as I move away from the door to invite her in even though I desperately want to tell her to leave. “I received word from my lawyer. Your father is being released from prison.”  
 
    “You could’ve called to tell me.”  
 
    “Well, I felt this conversation should be held in person. I came to tell you that should you decide to continue to see him and have a relationship with him that you should know I will no longer welcome you into my home unless you go forward and marry Ezra. He tells me that you are working through, things and I can only hope he talks some sense into you, and you realize that consorting with your convict father will only bring you down and hurt Ezra’s career.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mother.”  There are no tears from me. They wouldn’t penetrate her icy heart. I don’t bother to correct her or tell her I will never marry Ezra, and I sure as hell plan on seeing my father whenever in the hell I feel like it. He may have killed someone but at least he’s honest and doesn’t manipulate the people he claims to love.  
 
    “Just think about what I have said,” she tells me, disappearing down the stairs as quickly as she appeared.  
 
    Grabbing my purse, I lock the door behind me. Holden is already waiting for me in the cab of his truck. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Holden 
 
    “You’re welcome. I wanted to do something nice for you. It was Conleigh’s idea to fill it up with the goods.” Missy gives me a gentle squeeze.   
 
    I feel like an ass for not thinking of it myself. I know they do okay working for me, but babies are expensive. I never realized how much so until I went to the baby version of that popular toy store today. We spent way too much money but looking at Taitlyn there is no price for how precious she is.  
 
    We bought her blankets, clothes, toys, diapers. The chest I constructed was overflowing when Waylon helped me get it out of the truck. Missy still has tears in her eyes, and I admit it feels good to do something nice for them. They are good people and hard workers. Waylon and his wife busy themselves putting things away and enjoying a few free moments together while Conleigh coos over their baby.  
 
    She seems so content with the little bundle of joy cradled in her arms as she dotes on her. Telling her she’s all that is good and beautiful in the world. I can’t help but imagine us someday having a child of our own. It should sound crazy to me, but it sounds like a dream come true. A piece of me and Conleigh in this world.  
 
    She smiles at me. “Want to hold her?”  
 
    I shake my head. I’m content just to watch her.  
 
    “You’re a natural,” Missy tells her.  
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe we can talk the two of you into babysitting for us sometime,” Waylon suggests. “I need some alone time with my wife.” He waggles his brows and we all laugh. 
 
    “I’m sure we can plan something,” Conleigh says, looking at me.  
 
    I nod but I’m not really paying attention to the rest of their conversation. All I can think about is taking Conleigh home and watching her prance around the apartment in nothing but her socks.  
 
    My cell phone ringing loudly in my pocket startles the baby, and I step outside to take the call.  
 
    It’s my attorney, Reese gave him the slip again. I’m sick of her shit and have it in my mind to track her down myself. He says he will attempt to serve her personally again tomorrow. He should. I’m paying him enough to get this shit over with.  
 
    Conleigh joins me, telling me she said our goodbyes. The baby was fussy, and she figured it was time to go.  
 
    “As cute as kids are, I am in no rush for them,” she says shaking her head as we get back in my truck.  
 
    “That so?”  
 
    “Yeah. I mean, she’s adorable but you saw all that stuff, and I’m not anywhere near ready for that responsibility.” 
 
    Her words shouldn’t deflate me, but they do. At the same time though I get it. She’s young and has plenty of time for babies later and so do I. I just want her.  
 
    Her head lays on my shoulder as I pull out and she sends a text to Bailey asking if her and Wren want to go out with us tonight. There’s some club they used to go to, and I agree a night out sounds fun. I haven’t really done much of anything with Wren since he showed up out of the blue. It feels good to have him back now that I have gotten the stick out of my ass and accepted him into my life again.  
 
    ———— 
 
    It’s been years since I have been in a bar that wasn’t my own and being here, I realize exactly what my brother means. The Grill needs a lot of TLC. Hell, it needs redesigned all around. One thing at a time though. I get another round of drinks from the bar, taking in the décor. It isn’t too fancy, but it feels rich and makes you feel like you don’t mind spending seven dollars on a simple drink. The DJ knows how to keep the crowd excited too. Bodies are moving on the dance floor and a line forms at the bar at the end of nearly every song.  
 
    I don’t want to mirror what they have going on here. I liked what Wren said about bringing in some quality bands for live music. Conleigh is moving to the music when I sit her drink in front of her. I kiss her neck as she takes a sip. “Mmm. This is really good. You should get Waylon to make something like these.” 
 
    She offers me a drink and I take it. The peach flavor explodes on my tongue. It’s sweet and fresh tasting. “What do you think of this?” I hand it to Wren for his opinion.  
 
    He takes a hefty swig. “It’s good but not the drink for the crowd we want to target. I’ve been to a lot of bars, believe me, I know what I am talking about.” 
 
    “Watching Bar Rescue doesn’t count,” Bailey teases him.  
 
    “Shut it you. I’m a world traveler,” he tells her, handing the glass back to Conleigh.  
 
    She sips on it and I enjoy my beer. Wren is whispering in Bailey’s ear, making her blush and giggle. It feels as though we have traveled back in time and things are finally transpiring the way they should have from the start. I’m with Conleigh and Bailey may not be with Ezra, but Wren serves as the perfect replacement. If anything, she’s gotten an upgrade. My brother can be a dick but he’s honest about it.  
 
    A slower song plays over the speakers and Conleigh grabs my hand. “Dance with me?” 
 
    I lead her onto the floor and the strobe lights have stopped flashing, there’s only a low glow coming from the dimmers overhead. Her arms circle my neck, her eyes never leaving mine as we sway to the music.  Bailey and Wren are dancing next to us off in their own little world.  
 
    “Tonight’s perfect.” 
 
    “It is. It kind of feels as though life has given us a do over,” I tell her.  
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Well, two years ago or so…two girls came into my bar, but shit happened ass backwards. I lost the girl of my dreams but now tonight I may be in a different bar, but I got the girl.” 
 
    She kisses me tenderly. “We are exactly where we’re meant to be. As strange as it sounds had things happened the way you wanted them to, we probably wouldn’t be together now.”   
 
    There is some truth to her logic, but I don’t dwell on it. The song ends, and we make our way back to the table. Wren and Bailey are still dancing.  
 
    Conleigh excuses herself to the restroom and I order another beer.  
 
    Wren makes his way back to the table. Bailey joined Conleigh for her bathroom excursion. Women always go in pairs. Who knows why. One of the world’s greatest mysteries.  
 
    “I’m in love,” Wren volunteers to the table next to ours.  
 
    “Easy, tiger. Thought you said you were taking it slow.” 
 
    “I thought so too, but I really like her. A lot.” He squeezes my shoulder and downs the rest of my beer. He leans in close. “Get this. Bailey…” He says her name in a whisper. “She says she’ll go to the strip club with me.” He nods and smirks waggling his eyebrows. “We’re headed there next. You guys coming with?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “Nah, I think I’m gonna head home. You just be careful. That’s asking for trouble.”   
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “No doubt.” I bump his fist just as the girls are making their way back to the table. “You ready to call it a night?” I ask Conleigh. 
 
    Her eyes linger on my lips. “Yeah, I’m ready for bed.”  
 
    “You guys cool to take a cab?”  Wren has drunk a lot more than I have. I’m still good to drive.  
 
    “Yeah, man. We’re straight.”  
 
    “Here.” I give him my door key. Conleigh has hers.  
 
    The girls say their goodbyes and I steer my girl to the truck intent on getting her home and naked. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Conleigh  
 
    After three drinks and dancing with Holden my bladder is about to burst. Holden tells me he is going to order another beer while I make my way to the bathroom. The line is long, and I am afraid I will pee myself. I observe the women in front of me. They are cracking me up. One is telling the other a story about her youngest child finding her dildo and waving it around when her in-laws came for a visit.  
 
    “I was mortified,” she says. 
 
    “Well, at least maybe they won’t come over so often,” her friend says with a giggle.  
 
    I smile to myself wondering what my mom would do if she came to visit me and my kid did that if I had one. She’d probably die of shock or shame on the spot.  
 
    I move up two spots in line and feel a tap on my shoulder.  It’s Bailey.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “I’m having the most fun with Wren. I swear, Conleigh, he’s so…I don’t know…honest. He tells me how it is with him upfront. He doesn’t hold back. It’s so damn refreshing.” She grins and sways to the music that carries down the packed hallway.  
 
    “I’m glad you like him. Though you have to admit him and Holden are very similar.” I smirk.  
 
    “They are very different too.” She shrugs.  
 
    “I guess. If you say so.” 
 
    “I don’t know…I just have this feeling about him. Like maybe he could be my one.” 
 
    “Really? You just met him?” I’m not judging her. I’m just surprised is all.  
 
    “I know!” She grabs my arm. “He’s—I don’t know. I just really like him. He hasn’t tried to sleep with me or anything. Sure, we’ve kissed but with other stuff he jokes around and flirts but no pressure. He seems genuinely interested in what I have to say. He’s taking the time to get to know me. It isn’t all physical and lust.”  
 
    This shocks me but in a good way. “Good,” I tell her and finally, it’s my turn. 
 
    When I’m at the sink washing and drying my hands, I look in the mirror and see Judy behind me. My face pinches up, but I attempt to ignore her. However, she is intent on a conversation with me.  
 
    She steps up next to me at the counter. “I’m glad you wised up and found someone else to sink your claws into. Ezra doesn’t love you. He would have married you, but he still would have been fucking me. Then when he squeezed all he could from your stepdad he was going to divorce so we could be together.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Is that why he fired you?”  
 
    “Fired me? He didn’t fire me. I’m on vacation this week.” By the expression on her face, I can see she’s confused, and that Ezra lied to me. Not that it really matters.  
 
    “Thank you, Judy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she sneers as Bailey exits the stall.  
 
    “Yeah, you did me a favor. He’s all yours don’t worry. I don’t want him. I have a real man now.”  
 
    Bailey looks at me like who the hell is this, and I shake my head and toss my paper towel in the trash.  
 
    What a joke, I think to myself as I step out of the bathroom. I can’t reach the table to get back in Holden’s arms fast enough. I should have known Ezra was full of shit. I feel stupid. I shouldn’t but I do. I can’t believe I almost fell for his lines again.  
 
    Running into Judy only further cements that I am doing the right thing by choosing Holden.  
 
    When I get back to my man, he’s ready to leave and the feeling is mutual. I’m ready to take him to bed. Bailey and Wren have other plans and we agree to call each other tomorrow.  
 
    ———— 
 
      
 
    We’re almost home when Holden detours to the grocery store. “I have a hankering for chocolate ice cream,” he tells me. 
 
    “A hankering? Who talks like that?” 
 
    “I do. Come on.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I follow him inside. He’s like a kid let loose for the first time. He has a buggy full of junk; whipped cream, sprinkles, chocolate sauce, and waffle cone bowls. The only thing remotely good for you are the strawberries and bananas he picked up.  
 
    “I’m going to make you the best sundae you’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Is that so. What if I don’t like ice cream,” I tease him. 
 
    “Then I will smear it all over your body and lick it off.” He grins at me as if he is imagining doing just that.  
 
    “Then I really hate ice cream.” I smirk.   
 
    “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Now take me home.” 
 
    Holden is trying to get through the self-check-out so fast he nearly smashes the bananas. I can’t help but laugh at him. I can’t remember the last time I felt this good and happy. I never imagined we would be doing normal couple shit. I guess I don’t know what I expected out of this man, but I am pleasantly surprised. He holds my hand every chance he gets. I know everything is new and exciting, but I get the feeling he’d be holding my hand as much even if we’d been together ten years.  
 
    He puts the bags on the passenger side so that I am forced to sit next to him, not that I hadn’t planned on it. When we get home the living room light is on. I can see it shining through the blinds. I don’t see Ezra’s car though, so maybe we left it on. I don’t say anything to Holden. I ignore my gut feeling that shit is about to go down and help him pack the bags up the stairs.  
 
    When Holden opens the door, Ezra is sitting on the couch waiting for us. I didn’t think he was coming back until tomorrow or the day after. His hands are clenched in his hair. His eyes look wild with anger. 
 
    I breeze past him to the kitchen to put the groceries away. I don’t want to do this right now. Does he know about me and Holden? Has he seen my clothes in his room? What’s going through his head right now? A hand on my shoulder nearly scares the piss out of me. I jump at the contact, but a calm wave washes over me when I feel Holden’s beard at my ear.  
 
    “It’s time,” his voice grits like sandpaper.  
 
    I nod and sag back against his chest. I know it is. The only thing motivating me right now is having Holden by my side. Knowing that I have him when this is over is reassuring.  
 
    “We do this together.” He squeezes my hand and spins me around.  
 
    My head snuggles into his chest and my arms go around his waist.  
 
    “Okay,” I settle.  
 
    With my hand in Holden’s, I return to the living room to confront Ezra.  
 
    He’s pacing in front of the entertainment stand. His disheveled appearance tells me that yes, he knows about me and Holden.  His cloudy eyes meet mine.  
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How long have you been fucking him behind my back?” 
 
    “Not as long as you’ve been fucking Judy.” I laugh without humor.  
 
    “I told you that was over.” 
 
    “That’s not what she told me an hour ago,” I counter. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I ran into Judy and she told me that she’s on vacation this week. You didn’t fire her. You’re still fucking her. And what are you doing back early?” 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you and I come home to find my shit in boxes and your stuff in my best friend’s room. You’re nothing but a slut.” 
 
    “Don’t call her that,” Holden warns, joining the conversation.  
 
    “What are you going to do about it? You can’t even get your own pussy. You gotta fuck my girlfriend because everyone has already had your lame dick and figured out what a fucking loser you are. Even your wife left you for your own brother no less. You’re fucking pathetic, man. Hell, she even called and propositioned me. How do you think I found about you two? She sent me pictures. She’s been watching you make a fool of me, but no more. You guys can have each other.”  
 
    Holden gets in his face and grabs him up by the collar of his shirt. Ezra’s feet are dangling in the air.  “You’re gonna get your shit and get the fuck out.” 
 
    Holden is furious as him and Ezra spit insults at one another.  
 
    “What are you mad about, Holden? That Reese came crawling to me? That your wife wanted my dick? Have fun with my leftovers, I don’t want yours,” he sneers. 
 
    And that’s it. Holden rears his fist back and lands a hook to Ezra’s nose. Blood spurts out and splatters across his face then he drops him to the floor and kicks him.   
 
    Ezra grabs his nose, making a pained face. “You broke my goddamned nose!” 
 
    “I’ll break your dick next of you don’t get the fuck out and stay away from her.”  
 
    I have to admit, as I was watching the scene play out, that for a moment Ezra planted doubt in my mind. Because it did seem Holden was upset about Reese, but I can’t go down that road right now. I know Holden loves me. When he says stay away from her, he means me, doesn’t he?  
 
    Holden storms to the front door and swings it open. “You can walk out, or I will throw you out,” he threatens.  
 
    Ezra stumbles to his feet. He staggers toward me and grabs my face with his bloody fingers. “You’ll come crawling back to me when he fucks you over. I give you a week, if that, before he’s fucking Reese again.” He attempts to kiss me, but Holden has grabbed him around his neck in a chokehold and is dragging him to the door.  
 
    I sink to the floor as tears sting my eyes, trying to process what just happened. I knew it would be bad. I just never pictured it going this south. And what the fuck did he mean Reese was watching us and taking pictures? I rub my hands up and down my arms, feeling violated.  
 
    Holden is still seething when he slams the door shut.  
 
    “I need a minute, baby.” 
 
    I can only nod. I don’t know what he is thinking right now. Is he thinking about Reese? Is he regretting being with me? He just hit his best friend and kicked him out all for me.  
 
    Holden goes to the bathroom and I hear the mirror shatter. I get up from the floor and go to him. The glass is shattered in the sink and his knuckles are split open.  
 
    “Holden! What are you doing? Your knuckles. We need to go get your hand checked out.” I grab a towel and wrap it around his fist. The white cotton turns to red immediately.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he growls. “You should probably just go to bed,” he says and goes to the kitchen. 
 
    “What!? I can’t go to bed right now. Are you mad at me?” I follow him.  
 
    I wish Bailey and Wren were here.  
 
    Holden takes a bottle of vodka from the freezer and pours some over his hand then starts drinking straight from the bottle.  
 
    I go to my knees in front of him and hug his waist. My face comes to his crotch and he tilts my chin up. “I’m not mad at you. Don’t worry about me. I just need to be alone right now. I’m fired up and don’t want to take shit out on you.” He bends down and presses his lips to mine but there is no emotion behind it.  
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, holding my fingers to my lips unsure of what tomorrow will bring. Holden steps around me and goes out the door and down the stairs to his shop.  
 
    Everything inside me screams for me to go after him, but I don’t want to push him away. Right now though, I feel abandoned by him. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Conleigh  
 
    It’s late when I feel Holden’s arms go around me and carry me to bed. I am barely coherent when he undresses me and slips into bed next to me. His hands glide along my body and his lips spread a trail of fire down my neck and across my chest. My eyes pop open when his lips latch onto my nipple and his fingers move between my legs.  
 
    When I go to touch him, he holds my hand above my head. “Stay still. I owe you an apology. Let me say sorry in my own way,” his voice grates in my ear. 
 
    I can’t speak. Emotion is bubbled in my throat so I simply nod and enjoy his lavish affection.  
 
    His magical fingers work my pussy, teasing and stretching me. Hot and sticky, his breath blows over my clit. My own fingers run up and down my torso and pinch my nipples. 
 
    He grabs my hands. “Stop, baby, be still. Told you I’m pleasing you.” He means what he says. He doesn’t start touching me again until I lay my hands at my sides.  
 
     Holden’s hands and mouth are everywhere or at least that is how it feels as the erotic sensations wrack my body as he continues his torturous exploration of my body.  
 
    My thighs press tighter against his head as I fight the urge to scrape my nails across his shoulders. His heavy breath and wiry whiskers rub against my heated flesh. He’s trying to kill me by way of sexual bliss. His eyes glance up focusing on mine and he holds my gaze. “I love you and only you, baby. Don’t ever doubt me. I saw the worry on your face when he said that shit, but you belong to me. My heart is yours no one else’s.” 
 
    I turn to molten liquid at his words and his fevered touch. Holden crawls up my body and seals his declaration with a kiss. My taste on his tongue drives me wild.  
 
    With sweet deep strokes, his tongue plunges deeper in my mouth. God, I want him inside me so bad right now, but he holds off giving me that. The tip of his cock presses against my entrance and I thrust up, arching my hips up off the bed, begging him to inch in, but he refrains.  
 
    “Make love to me, baby,” I am practically begging.  
 
    My plea goes ignored as his lips suck on my collarbone. Those skillful fingers work their way between my legs and he rubs my clit. I am so wet I know I am ruining the sheets. I don’t think I have ever been more turned on. I can’t refrain from touching him. My nails scratch down his back, digging into the muscles of his ass, pulling his body into mine.  
 
    “Please, Holden.” 
 
    “Not yet. My baby has a greedy pussy.” He laughs into my neck and slips two fingers inside. His other hand spans the left side of my ribcage. “I’m going to own every fucking inch of you,” he promises.  
 
    My clit is being rolled between his torturous fingers as he feathers kisses across my chest, taking his time to taste every centimeter of my sweaty skin. My body trembles beneath him as he continues his ascent. I thrash my legs, but he continues on his path until that hot mouth reaches my clit. His mouth suctions over my pulsing bundle of nerves and he sucks and nips the delicate skin, grazing me with his teeth.  
 
    “Fuck, Holden, I can’t take it. I need you in me, now,” I demand.  
 
    “You want this?” He teases, rocking back on his calves and holding his cock like a weapon that is set on destroying me.  
 
    “I need it,” I swear.  
 
    He grins lazily at me, my juices coating his lips and glistening on his beard. 
 
    “Roll over,” he instructs, and I do.  
 
    With my cheek pressed to the pillow, I stick my ass in the air and wait. The anticipation of our bodies joining is almost too much to bear.  
 
    Goosebumps pebble across my body when I feel his weight press down on me. His fingers run along my crack, to my front and up my stomach, stopping at my breast. He palms my tit and squeezes it.  
 
    “I love you,” he says, his breath hot on my neck sending a shiver coursing down the middle of my spine.  
 
    The thick head of his cock brushes along my slit, rubbing back and forth, up and down, teasing me still. Finally, with one hand on my hip to keep me still, he gives me what I want. Pushing into me, slowly, almost with surgical precision. I whimper as his thick cock slides deep within my walls, squeezing him with my muscles, loving the full sensation of being filled by him.  
 
    His lips pepper down my back, raining kisses on me. His hands roam over the curve of my butt. “You’re so beautiful, baby.” He pulls out and thrusts back in deep and hard. He comes at me harder and faster, hammering me into the mattress.  
 
    His fingers circle my clit, rubbing me so tenderly as he pumps in and out at a more leisurely pace.  
 
    “Oh, god,” I cry out, so damn close to my orgasm detonating. I am so primed and more than ready to feel his release, to feel him come with me.  
 
    His teeth rake across my shoulder. Then he cries out in what sounds like a battle cry of victory and we are coming together.  
 
    He collapses next to me in a sweaty, exhausted, but sated heap. His fingers brush through my hair, removing the strands that are stuck to my forehead.  
 
    I smile sheepishly at him. “I love you, Holden.” 
 
    “I know, baby, I know,” he says smiling back at me as my eyelids flutter.  
 
    ———— 
 
    It’s late in the day when I awaken. Holden’s side of the bed is empty all but a note on his pillow.  
 
    Baby,  
 
    Gone to the bar. Sleep in and get some rest. I feel like the luckiest man alive to call you mine. I promise you I will make you so damn happy. You will never go a day without knowing how much I love you and what you mean to me. You’re the sun in my sky, my own personal ray of sunshine on the cloudiest of days. But with you by my side, I know there are only great days ahead. I know things have moved fast and they haven’t been easy, but never doubt that I love you and that you are the only woman I will ever have eyes for. 
 
    All my love,  
 
    Holden 
 
    Clutching his letter to my bare chest I smile wide. He does love me, I know it.  
 
    I grab one of his t-shirts from the nearby chair and slip it over my head and pad down the hall to the bathroom. I brush my teeth diligently and take a quick shower after relieving my full bladder. Taking my time, I get myself fixed up to go see Holden at the bar. I miss him desperately already. Just as I am getting ready to leave Ezra shows up to get his things.  
 
    I go into the kitchen and send Holden a text. I am sure he would have told me if he knew Ezra would be here. There is a butterfly bandage on his nose and his eyes are black and blue with hints of purple shading. I wince taking in his beaten appearance. I would hate to see what Holden would have done to him had I told him he smacked me.  
 
    Surprisingly, Ezra doesn’t have any rude remarks. He simply says, “I won’t be long. I just came for what’s mine.”  
 
    I merely nod, unsure of whether I should stay or go. Finally, I decide on staying, if only to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. I settle on the couch and pull up my email. I have a letter from my dad.  
 
    Caterpillar, 
 
    I have great news. I met with the parole board and they have granted me an early release. I can’t tell you how happy I am to be given this second chance. I hope that this message finds you well and that when I get settled in at Beth’s in two weeks you will visit with me. I am going to live with her, and she has agreed to give me a job doing maintenance around her shop and at an apartment building she owns. I plan to marry her and hope that you will attend the ceremony. I love her. She’s a wonderful woman who sees the good in me just as you always have. I am enclosing her address and telephone number so you know how to reach me.  
 
    I love you and hope to see you soon, 
 
    Dad.  
 
    I close out his message with a smile on my face and move to the next message in my inbox.  
 
    I have a new message from the publisher, they have come back with a counteroffer, and I jump up out of my seat without sparing a second glance at Ezra. I have to show this to Holden. I have to share my good news with him.  
 
    As I am driving to the bar, I get a call from Wren and Bailey. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Holden 
 
    I feel like a new man today. I have the love of my life at home in my bed and my brother should be here soon. We are having the papers drawn up to make him my business partner. I spoke with my attorney and he assured me that Reese has received the divorce papers and he is awaiting her signature to get this put behind me. I only wish I hadn’t waited so long. I’m ready to move forward and build a life with Conleigh. I’m doing this with Wren in hopes of securing a better life for her. I want her to pursue her writing and not worry about her car payments or asking her mom for help. She doesn’t need anyone, she has me.  
 
    “Hey, Missy. Glad to see you back. How’s that princess doing?” 
 
    “She’s great. Thanks, Holden. I wanted to tell you that I really like Conleigh. She seems like a real good girl. I hope you hang onto her and ya know…just treat her right.” 
 
    I chuckle and smile. “Yeah, I plan on it. Thanks. She really likes you too.”  
 
    Business is picking up and she gets right to it, taking orders and serving drinks.  
 
    I have a good feeling that things are only going to continue to improve. Nothing can hold me down, at least that is how I feel until Reese comes strutting through the bar with mascara streaked eyes. I groan inwardly as my nostrils flare.  
 
    Why is she here? Can’t she get it through her head that I am done with her and have been for years.  I shake my head as she stands before me looking pathetic. Her hands are shaking as she grips the divorce papers between her fingers.  
 
    “Can we talk, in private?” 
 
    “My office,” I tell her turning my back to her and not bothering to check if she is following behind me. I know she is. Her desperation is like a damn rain cloud hovering over my head.  
 
    I take a seat behind the desk and tell her to have a seat. She opts to sit on the edge of my desk.  
 
    “Get up and sit your ass in the chair if you want me to talk to you. I’m not playing games here, Reese.” 
 
    She pouts her red painted lips and has the nerve to appear wounded. “Fine.” She slams the papers down on the desk. “I’m not signing these until we settle a few things.”  
 
    “There is nothing to say. I’ve moved on and for years you did whatever in the hell you wanted. You’re a selfish bitch who only thinks of herself. So, what is it? You want money? Because, I don’t have any.”  
 
    Reese gets in my face. “I only want you. I said I was sorry. I made a mistake. I know you forgave Wren. So, why not me? You loved me once. I know you can love me again.” She grabs my hand and presses it between her breasts. I can feel her erratic heartbeat. “Let me show you.” I jerk my hand away.  
 
    “Don’t. It isn’t happening.” 
 
    “Come on, Hold. You know you want me. I can see it in your eyes. One last time then for old times’ sake. It can be like it used to be. You can fuck me any way you want right here on your desk.” 
 
    “What I want is for you to sign the goddamned papers and get out of my life.” 
 
    She ignores me, sliding the strap of her shirt down and exposing her breast. She cups her tit, bends her head down, and licks her nipple.  
 
    “You’re seriously pathetic.” 
 
    “Not as pathetic as you’re going to feel when you go home and find your girl gone. I saw Ezra and her loading a moving van before I came here. I went to the apartment to find you and well, I found them embracing.” She smirks as I frown.  
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    She licks her bottom lip. “Why would I lie to you?”  She attempts to straddle me in the chair and the only thing stopping me from shoving her onto her ass is the thought that she will hit her head on the sharp corner of the desk. “See, you knew deep down that she was going to go back to him.” She moves in to kiss me and I stand up, dropping her to her feet.  
 
    “I told you to stop. All you are doing is embarrassing yourself. Sign the papers, Reese.”  
 
    “No. We belong together.” She steps into my personal space and leans up on her tiptoes. I look into her eyes and she really believes that. “Kiss me,” she begs. 
 
    “If I kiss you, will you sign the papers and leave me the hell alone?” 
 
    “I promise. Just kiss me and tell me that you don’t love me, and I will give you what you want.” 
 
    “Sign the papers first and then…” I dip my head down. My mouth a quarter of an inch from hers. My beard is practically tickling her bottom lip. “Then I’ll take you right here on this desk. I’ll give you one last fuck to remember me by. One last fuck to wish you had never walked away from me.”  
 
    She smiles satisfied and I reach around her to grab a pen.  
 
    I watch eagerly as she signs on the line and dates it. I take the papers and lock them in my desk and she seriously starts to get undressed.  
 
    She bats her lashes at me and pulls her top off.  
 
    “How do you want me?”  
 
    Milking it for what it’s worth, I walk around the desk, making for the door as though I intend to lock it. Just as my hand goes to the knob, Conleigh pushes through from the other side.  
 
    The huge smile spread across her face falls as she takes in Reese topless. 
 
    Tears spring in her eyes as she looks to me. “What the fuck, Holden!” She smacks my chest. 
 
    “It isn’t what it looks like. I was just getting ready to make her leave. I did what I had to, to get her to sign the papers.” 
 
    “Exactly what did you have to do?” Her brows knit as she stares me down and damn if looks could kill, I’d be a dead man right now.  
 
    “Nothing happened,” I vow.  
 
    “He fucked me on the desk. I was just getting my clothes back on,” Reese lies through her whore teeth.   
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Conleigh says, shaking her head.  
 
    “Why would I lie?” Reese scrunches up her face and squeals as though she is the one being put out by all this drama.  
 
    “Because you’re desperate for money. You see, my best friend is the greatest friend in the whole wide world, and she has been spending a lot of time with Wren and you know what she found out? She found out that you thought you could take Holden for all he has. Wren told her how you planned on setting him up, and when he saw how truly happy Holden is with me, he didn’t want to tell him about the shady shit you were doing. He decided to take care of you on his own because he didn’t want to hurt his little brother any more than he already had. He paid you to get lost, so why are you still here?”  
 
    Reese charges at Conleigh like a crazy lady holding the letter opener from my desk as though she intends to use it. I jerk her back by her hair and nearly choke the bitch to death to keep her from going after Conleigh. 
 
    The next thing I know Missy is standing in the doorway with her mouth hanging open. “Sorry to interrupt your kink fest but you’re needed at the bar.”  
 
    “Actually, Missy. I could use your help taking the trash out,” Conleigh says to her. 
 
    Reese drops the letter opener and Conleigh throws her shirt at her.  
 
    I don’t even bother giving her time to cover up. Missy holds her hand out in front of her and waves Reese to the door. “Let’s go. You heard them. Time to take out the trash.”  
 
    Without a word, the two of them exit leaving me alone with my girl.  
 
    “Well that was interesting,” Conleigh states and comes to me.  
 
    “Did Bailey really tell you that shit about Reese?” I question as I wrap my arms around her. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what took me so long to get here. Bailey called and made Wren tell me. Don’t be mad at him. He thought he was protecting you.” 
 
    I nod and decide to think on it later. I’m just grateful Conleigh believes me.   
 
    “Missy told me she was in your office. I told her to give me five minutes and interrupt. I wasn’t sure if I could keep from killing her if there wasn’t witnesses. At first, it took me off guard seeing her shirtless, but deep down I knew that I trusted you. I know you love me, and you won’t hurt me.” She grins, and I kiss her forehead. 
 
    Once the excitement has dissipated, we meet up with my brother and Bailey to sign the partnership agreement and celebrate her big news about her book deal.  
 
    I wanted to take Conleigh out to a nice restaurant, but her and Bailey insisted they cook us a meal. They have gone to the grocery store. When I get to the apartment Wren is standing in the living room shaking his head and muttering while reading a note.  
 
    He laughs and hands it to me.  
 
    It appears to be from Ezra. All of his shit is gone, thank god. I don't ever want to see the bastard again. I don’t necessarily hate him—yeah, I do. He’s a prick. I scan the note. 
 
    Dear fuckers, 
 
    You deserve each other. I hope you are miserable together. Holden, if I were you, man—I would watch my back. Before you know it Conleigh will be sucking your brother’s dick just like your wife did. She is nothing but a whore and I hope your dick rots off. Preferably by an STD that Conleigh will no doubt catch from your brother. You both did me a favor.  
 
    Have a not so great life, assholes, 
 
    E 
 
    “What a fucking loser.” My brother shakes his head and I agree with him.  
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Conleigh  
 
    2 months later 
 
    “Turn left here.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I think we need to go right.” 
 
    “The map says left,” I argue. 
 
    “Okay but if we get lost it’s on you. I just don’t want you to miss your dad getting hitched,” Holden says, being thoughtful.  
 
    “I’m going by the directions Beth emailed me. We will get there on time.”  
 
    I squeeze his hand. This is the first time Holden is meeting my dad and Beth. He’s been so busy with the renovations at the bar. The place looks great though. With Wren’s help the business has really turned around. They practically gutted it and started over.  
 
    Wren knows his stuff. Him and Bailey are still going strong but are taking things slow. They only recently had sex. Bailey swore her vagina was gonna dry up if it didn’t happen soon. But she is glad they waited. They are getting ready to move into their own place. Bailey has been staying at the apartment with him for the past month but with the four of us it gets to be crowded and privacy is an issue at times. Not to mention that Holden and I will be needing that extra room in about seven months. I haven’t told him that yet though.  
 
    Only Bailey knows, and I have her sworn to secrecy.  I plan on telling him and my dad together. I thought maybe they could bond over the news. It’s very important to me that they get along and like each other. I’ve visited with my dad and Beth a few times. Not as often as I would like though. My schedule has been full lately. I signed a book deal for the duet I wrote about Holden and me. Well, it is loosely based on us.  I have been in rewrite and editing hell and actually completed the last few chapters yesterday and am awaiting the all clear from the editors.  
 
    I can’t believe my books will be on the shelves in some of my favorite stores.  
 
    “We’re here.” Holden breaks me from my thoughts.  
 
    He comes around and opens my door for me. I lean up and give him a quick kiss. I only have enough time to make a small introduction between my dad and Holden before I have to get changed into my dress. I am standing in as my dad’s best man.  
 
    I haven’t spoken to my mother since she showed up at the apartment to tell me about my dad and make her threats. She has kept good to her word. It makes me sad to think she won’t get to know my child but that’s her choice. I don’t know if I will even tell her that I’m pregnant. She’d probably flip out even more because Holden and I aren’t married.  
 
    I didn’t want a baby so soon, but everything happens for a reason. I’m a firm believer.  
 
    The ceremony is short and to the point. There aren’t that many guests, but it feels more intimate. The way Beth looks at my dad, I know she loves him, and I am so glad he found her.  
 
    She’s a sweet woman who loves to do hair and cook. She was married once before to an abusive drunk and got away after the first time he hit her. When she told me her story, I couldn’t help but think about the time Ezra smacked me, and I am so thankful that I have a man like Holden now.  
 
    Ezra is still working for his dad and the last I had heard he was engaged to someone else. Surprisingly her name isn’t Judy. She’s some rich country club girl his dad set him up with. I only hope he treats her better than he did me.  
 
    I watch my dad and Beth as they share the first dance and hope that when Holden and I do get married it’s similar to this. Quiet and intimate with only a few close family and friends. That is if he asks me. I plan to tell my dad and Holden about my pregnancy once most of the guests have gone. I don’t want to take away from Beth’s night. This is her moment to shine.  
 
    “You okay?” Holden questions me. 
 
    “Yeah, why? I’m fine.” 
 
    “I don’t know you seem off lost in your own thoughts.” 
 
    “Nope. All good here. Just enjoying seeing my dad so happy.” 
 
    “I like him. He seems like a real chill guy. We had a good talk earlier.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah, while you were changing.” 
 
    His eyes soften, and he nods in my dad’s direction.   
 
    I notice my dad and Beth staring at us all weird like.  
 
    “What are you up to?” I hedge.  
 
    “Baby…” He pushes his chair back from the reception table. Before I can register anything else, he has dropped down on one knee. “Conleigh. I know it’s fast. I know you have plans of seeing the world. I just want to know if you want to chase your dreams with me, as my wife?” 
 
    I told Holden how I wanted to travel and see all the great sights the first night we were together, and I can’t believe he remembered.  
 
    “Can you make travel arrangements for three?” I ask. This wasn’t how I planned to tell him, but you can’t plan life down to perfect details. The perfection comes from living in the moment.   
 
    “Three?” he says more to himself. Then it hits him. He swallows hard. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    I nod as a tear slides down his cheek.  
 
    “We’re pregnant!” I shriek and his mouth crashes into mine, kissing me with pure joy. 
 
    “Wow, a baby with my baby,” he whispers, sounding all dorky and dopey.  
 
    I grin at him as I wait for him to slip the ring on my finger.  
 
    “So, is that a yes?” He asks and then I remember I never truly answered him. 
 
    “Yes!” I hiss, smacking his shoulder.  
 
    “I love you, Holden James.” 
 
    “And I love you, Conleigh Meyers soon to be James.” 
 
    In the works!  
 
     Chasing Bailey 
 
    Wren and Bailey’s story!  
 
    More info to be announced at a later date, blurb on the next page.  
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
    Wren James is a rock god but he’s also my best friend’s brother-in-law. I made a mistake and broke my one cardinal rule—don’t fall in love. I swore to myself that I would make it through college unattached. I promised myself he was just a good time, but I lied.  
 
    Bailey Monroe will be the death of me. I’m Wren James, former lead singer of  Bad Intentions. My face is on the cover of magazines. I could have any woman I want, but I had to fall for her. My brother warned me. Holden told me not to hurt her and I swore I wouldn’t, but I lied. I promised myself that I would never chase after a woman, but here I am Chasing Bailey… 
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