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      It was cold as hell in the office when I found out that Richard had been cheating on me. And with my best friend, no less. I remember the temperature clearly because I was wearing the ratty old cardigan that I kept draped over the office chair for just such occasions. It was big and boxy and ugly as sin, the kind of sweater that can only be worn at work when you don’t give a crap what you look like. A perfect sweater to be wearing when your world crashes down around your ears.

      I didn’t think anything of it when my email popped up on the lower right corner of my computer screen. Cindy Cain’s name blinked a new message box, and I mouse clicked on it, naturally, without even pausing. Cindy was a close friend and we randomly emailed throughout the day, most days. Jokes, gossip, and memes we found on the internet. It may have been a waste of time to some people, but working in the industry I did, I took those distractions where I could.

      I told people I worked in wholesale sales, that I sold party supplies. In reality, it was the sex toy and adult novelty industry. I sold fake dicks and sexy party tricks.

      Not like on a street corner or anything, but my company was the largest wholesaler in the industry. We sold to adult stores and over eighteen party stores, and there was a lot of money in it. Everything above board and legal, if not a little embarrassing to put on a business card. It might have been difficult to introduce myself by my profession, but I wasn’t above selling sex toys and bondage kits to make a living.

      There was a shit ton of profit margin in glass dicks. Who knew?

      I met Cindy at an industry trade show in Cleveland close to two years ago. She came into my booth to ask about our raunchy greeting card display, and the possibility of carrying a line of them in one or more of her four stores. I was relieved to not have to talk about vibrators for five seconds and gladly engaged her in conversation. I found out her business was located about twenty miles away from my corporate office, and the rest, as they say, was history.

      Two women working in an industry predominantly run by males, which was about all we had in common. She was forty, five years older than me, with a loud voice and a tendency to tell dirty jokes and use excessive cuss words in everyday conversation. She wore tops cut low and heels stacked high, and she knew everyone in the business. She was a boss lady and she took shit from no one.

      I was a mousy haired thirty-something who didn’t like to make waves, who wore oversized sweaters, and kept a space heater under my desk. I wore sensible shoes and had a snack drawer that looked like a ten-year-old’s pillowcase at the end of Halloween night. What helped me, in my line of work, was that I had the voice of a sex phone operator, and people liked listening to me talk on the phone. Pair that with an extensive knowledge of our business catalog and solid sales background, and I was a key sales leader at my company. I just wasn't popular in the way that some other women were.

      Cindy didn’t care about any of those things, so we had a pretty good relationship. She was one of my top customers, and I took care of her. That was our professional life. In our personal life we hung out on occasion, she had been to my house for dinner, and we had girls’ nights out every couple of months. When I introduced her to my boyfriend a year prior, she hired Richard to be her store manager. We weren’t the very best of friends, but we were close. Hell, she’d been inside my home.

      And apparently—my boyfriend of four years had been inside of her.

      I don’t know how long I stared at the information in the email. They weren’t pictures, but screenshots of text messages and emails between the two of them. My eyes skimmed over an endless list of messages between the two. Meetups when Richard would normally be working. Cute couples talk—or what I would assume was cute couples talk, but Richard certainly didn’t talk to me like that. Discussions of what would happen if I ever found out, but how would I find out unless someone told me?

      And the sexting. Cindy had included copies of their sexual conversations. Time and date stamped, even. Did it make it better or worse that I could tell by the time register that when he had been texting her about what he wanted to do with her and a pair of nipple clamps, he had been lying in bed next to me? That message was from last night. I wasn’t even asleep yet and I thought he was playing Candy Crush. Fucker.

      I barely registered the rest of the email. There was some garbage about how sorry Cindy was, about how she had real feelings for Richard and she didn’t want to hurt our friendship, but she thought I deserved to know.

      What I got from that was, she was tired of hiding it, she had every intention of keeping Richard, and she sent me all the “proof” so that I would understand just how deep their relationship went.

      That was some sadistic shit she was pulling in that email, and even in my emotionally numb state, I could see right through it. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t even form coherent thoughts I was so thoroughly turned inside out from that one email from my supposed friend.

      Betrayal.

      Which one hurt worse? That my boyfriend of four years had been sleeping with his boss, that I had introduced him to? Or that he had been sleeping with my friend and she thought nothing of it, only telling me about it because she wanted to take their relationship to the next level?

      I don’t know how long I was sitting there before a voice prodded into my clouded thoughts.

      “Regina. Hey! You okay?”

      “Huh?” I was too stunned to make more than one word come out of my mouth. TJ could have been calling me for ten minutes for all I knew. My assistant was a nice enough kid, but he had a tendency to talk a lot, so I’d learned to mostly tune him out.

      “I said, are you ok? When you type you sound like someone writing an angry letter to customer service. You suddenly stopped moving and have just been staring at your monitor for a while. By the way, your phone rang three times so I grabbed the line. You acted like you didn’t even hear it.”

      I tried to respond to him, I really did, but the lump in my throat was too big to swallow down, and I knew that if I so much as moved my eyeballs to the side to even look at him, the tears hovering there would spill over, and there would be no stopping them. What I really wanted was for TJ and his twenty-four year old happy go lucky self to just give me five damn minutes to get my shit together, but I wouldn’t be so lucky.

      In seconds his face popped in front of mine as he leaned over the side of my chair to get my attention. Bright green eyes shining with concern and a mop of sandy brown hair that looked appropriately messy for his age, he smiled at me when I met his gaze.

      “Regeeeena. You okay? For real?”

      “Nope.” Crap. I still wasn’t capable of a sentence, and I had no control over the trembling of my voice.

      Curious, TJ turned his attention to my computer monitor, he was assuming, I’m sure, that there was an email from a client that got an incorrect shipment or something. Those kinds of things happened, and while they were never fun, we still had to deal with them. I should have stopped him, it was none of his business, and it was humiliating for me to have someone else peer into something of mine so personal and painful, but I still couldn’t talk, and my arms didn’t want to move from the armrest of my office chair.

      I was a zombie.

      It didn’t take TJ long at all to scan the contents of the email. I don’t know, maybe he didn’t finish it. Maybe he skipped over the parts where Cindy texted Richard about how much she loved it when he took her from behind and maybe if I was working late they could meet up again before I got home. Or maybe he just didn’t need to read the whole thing to get the gist of the situation. Whatever the reason, seconds later he wrapped me up in an awkward hug, squeezed tightly, and whispered in my ear, “Boss lady, I’m so sorry.”

      It was almost touching, being hugged by my much younger assistant, but I was sitting in my chair, and he was hunched over awkwardly in front of me, and if the whole thing hadn’t been so damn tragic I might have started laughing. Instead, the tears started falling and I couldn’t stop them. I cried into the flannel shirt sleeves of my assistant, who was over ten years my junior, breathing in the smell of menthol cigarettes and axe body spray, while lamenting my shattered relationship.

      I thought it couldn’t get worse, but I was quickly learning I could be wrong about a lot of things.

      “Hey, Reg-eye-na!”

      I didn’t answer to that name. I never did, but today, of all days, I could not—would not even give Matthew Jeremiah the time of day. God, I hated that man. He was the epitome of douche bag. You couldn’t even tell him to go to hell, he already had an engraved invitation from Satan himself. That guy loved to get under people’s skin, and saying my name to make it rhyme with vagina was just one of the ways he loved to needle me. He’d had it out for me as soon as my sales numbers started trumping his in the company. That was three years ago—he’d been as much of an asshole as he could be ever since. If we didn’t have such a weak ass HR department, and by department I mean, generic complaint form to be filled out and filed in the shredder, then I would have said something. Since conflict resolution wasn’t a real strong point at Slow Grind Inc., I just dealt with him by ignoring him. And topping his sales figures.

      Ignoring him wasn’t going to work this time, apparently, because he just came farther into the office and walked right up to where TJ was standing next to me. TJ dropped the hug as soon as Jeremiah had walked into the room. But Jeremiah acted like he hadn’t seen anything, or at least ignored the mood as he came up next to us and peered over my shoulder at my computer. I hurried to minimize my email on the screen; I did not need to give this guy any info on my personal life.

      “What the hell, Jeremiah? Personal space much?”

      “There’s no such thing as personal space at the Grind,” he replied to TJ’s outrage at the intrusion. “Also, what is wrong with Regina, her face is all spotty. She looks like she’s been crying.” Jeremiah wrinkled his nose in disgust at the thought that someone could be feeling actual emotions. Jeremiah wouldn’t know a feeling if it stabbed him in the nuts, he would probably just fall to the ground laughing. Jeremiah thought everything was funny, especially if no one else did.

      I really just wanted him out of my face, and if emotions grossed him out, then I had ammo to have him running from the room.

      “If you must know, Jeremiah, I’ve just found out by email that Richard has been cheating on me.” My voice didn’t tremble at all and the tears had dried up, probably because I was talking to Jeremiah, and just having him in my office made me irritated enough to momentarily ignore my shattered heart. I would take it personally later, when I confronted Richard at home, and not now, in front of my coworkers. Right now it was just a story in an email, it could be real later, in private.

      “Oh yeah? So you finally figured that out, then? Thank God, those two were annoying as hell with their secrets.”

      What now? A heavy weight slammed into my chest at the thought of anyone else knowing, especially Jeremiah, that the man I had been with for the last four years was sleeping with my client. I had thought that hearing my drama would make him leave, but he seemed completely unsurprised by the information, and hearing that statement coming from his lips so casually twisted my insides almost more than Cindy’s email.

      No.

      “What the hell, man, you knew about this?” TJ accused.

      “TJ, it’s industry news. A bunch of people know about it. She was my client before Regina came here and they decided to become vagina buddies or something. You are probably the only one who didn’t know. Well, you and Regina.”

      His laugh was the braying of a donkey, a sound so abrasive and sharp that it pierced the fog in my mind.

      “That’s a new low, Jeremiah,” I ground out from between clenched teeth. “I expect douche behavior from you, I really do, but to know about this. To see me every day in this office and to keep that kind of secret. I can’t even look at you. Get out of my office, just get out.”

      “Why should I say something? It’s none of my business!” Jeremiah didn’t look the least bit perturbed by what he had done, and actually had the gall to look offended that someone thought he was in the wrong. “I minded my own business, it’s not up to me to rat out someone else, especially if it doesn’t involve me.”

      His especially if it doesn’t involve me may as well have been especially if it is about you, instead. I took deep breaths in through my nose and out my mouth to keep the stinging in my eyes from becoming a fresh rain of tears.

      “Get the fuck out Jeremiah!” TJ and I shouted the words at the same time, and Jeremiah shrugged his shoulders like he hadn’t just devastated me, and strolled down the hallway, probably back to the bullpen so he could share the story with the other sales guys. The ones who didn’t get a private office and an assistant because they were too busy slacking off to hit sales goals. The resounding laughter down the hallway confirmed my suspicions.

      More deep breaths in my nose and out my mouth. I would get through this. I would be okay.

      Everything would be okay.
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      Everything was not ok. It had been three months since Cindy dropped the bomb on me. I had gone home from work and had a massive argument with Richard. He tried to rationalize his actions with typical statements like, “Babe, it just happened, no one planned it.”

      “You don’t even try to be sexy anymore, you just wrap up in those old sweaters, go to work and come home. It’s like you don’t even want me to be attracted to you.”

      “Things were bound to end with us, you weren’t even interested anymore. It really was just a matter of time.”

      I was done listening before he was even done talking. He gathered most of his things and left in a pretty big hurry, probably because I was throwing his belongings out the second-floor window of our house. Oh wait, it was my house, wasn’t it? Yeah, it was. I owned it before we even met, and everything in it belonged to me besides some odds and ends, his clothes, and matchbox car collection. So Richard could fuck right off and grab his superhero boxers and toy cars off the front lawn in front of the neighbors, he wasn’t going to get another tear out of me.

      I watched him grab his shit out of the grass from the upstairs window, load up his car, and drive away. He looked pathetic there on his hands and knees, digging little die-cast cars out of the grass he hadn’t cut in over two weeks because he was a lazy fuck and I had been working long hours and couldn’t do it myself. Oh well, I would pay a neighbor kid to do it. I hope none of those toys get caught up in the lawnmower, I thought to myself.

      The whole situation was surreal. I had never answered Cindy’s email, and I didn’t plan to. She and I were done, there was nothing left to say between the two of us. If Richard could walk on a four-year relationship, then that was fine, too. He could take his part-time working ass right out of my house and over to hers for all I cared. I was a strong, independent woman and I wasn’t going to take shit from any man. At least, that was what I said to the bottle of wine I opened to help me get through the evening after Richard left. I was a strong independent woman until I walked through the empty house and into the bedroom we had shared for the last four years. The bed was still made because I had made it that morning before heading into the office. The pillows on the right side were smashed a little more flat than the ones on the left side, because Richard had to sleep with an old flat down pillow, and he liked to wrap it around his head like some sort of security blanket.

      He hadn’t taken his pillows. It was like he was still there in that room. Short of asking them, there was no way to know if those two had sex in my bed, and there was no way I was going to ask. I couldn’t sleep in that bed again either without knowing. I could barely even look at it. I couldn’t even change my clothes in my bedroom, the memories of all the times I had been naked in there, the times Richard and I had made love, the memories echoed off the walls and washed through me, chasing me from the room.

      I fled downstairs to the couch, curled up in a ball around the three-quarters empty bottle of pinot noir and cried. My favorite painting in the world, Beauty Sleeping, hung on the wall above me as I wept. The painting wasn’t signed, but it was an amazing piece of work that I had gotten shortly after I bought the house. The first piece of art that I picked up because I liked it, not because it was on sale or because other people thought it was good. And now, the beautiful girl lying in her painted bed watched over me as I lost my shit into the beige throw pillows, smearing my supposedly waterproof mascara into the fabric, not caring that it probably wouldn’t wash out. I cried until I gagged and almost vomited, then I got a drink of water and cried some more. I cried myself to sleep on that couch downstairs, and when I woke up the next morning, I pasted my brave face on and went to the office. I only went into the bedroom to grab clothes for the day; my nights were spent on the couch downstairs. Every night for the next three months.
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      It took me over three months to leave the house in a social capacity. It wasn’t that I was so depressed I couldn’t leave, but more so that most of the friends I would go out with were mutual friends with Richard. I just couldn’t bring myself to be around their fake smiles and constantly fend off the “Are you ok?” and “Tell the truth Regina, how have you been?” I certainly didn’t want anyone to talk to Richard about me, so I avoided everyone that was a common tie between us. It was the only way to keep moving forward for me. Hell, I was still sleeping on the couch even these months later; going out socially was going to take baby steps.

      But I got hungry.

      To be specific, I got hungry for the capellini di mare at Affini’s restaurant over on the old west end. The owner had his pasta maker brought in from Italy and made all of his pasta fresh daily. Once you have had fresh made pasta, you can’t go back to the box. Affini’s was a place I had found when I first took the job at Slow Grind and started making the kind of money that allowed me to be choosy about the establishments I frequented. I started going there before I ever met Richard, and I was pretty confident that since he was always more of a burger and fries kind of guy, I wouldn’t be assaulted with memories of him when I walked in the door.

      I called for an e-ride down to the old west end because I had plans to eat a huge plate of pasta and drink an entire bottle of white wine while I was there. I had been down and out the last few months, and a steaming hot plate of capellini with mussels, clams, and calamari was just what the doctor ordered.

      Hell, if I was taking myself on a date I might as well fancy it up. I went through the closet until I found a flowy black skirt, hanging way in the back because it was a little shorter than I would normally wear, and I had bought it in a wave of confidence that deflated as soon as I got home from shopping. Tonight would be a good night to show a little leg, I thought. I even had my eyeliner wings on point, and that never happened. I pulled my light brown hair into a simple low ponytail that somehow looked elegant with my soft pink wrap around shirt, instead of like a founding father. It wasn’t so much that it was low cut, but it clung to my curves in a way that made it look like more cleavage was showing than there actually was. I barely recognized the girl in the bathroom mirror. I had a glow to my skin that normally wasn’t there, and with a couple of swishes of colorless gloss, I had a shiny pout to go with it. I thought that people who went through a messy breakup looked like shit—but I looked awesome. I made a damn fine date, even if I was just taking myself out. I was definitely worth dinner and drinks at Affini’s.

      Almost ready to head out for the evening, I took a last pass through the house to check that the doors were locked when I looked up and the painting caught my eye. Beauty Sleeping. We had a lot in common, her and me. Our lives spent in distracted haze, hers spent dreaming, one hand tucked under her cheek in peaceful slumber while I spent mine in my own world, oblivious to the goings on around me. Well, I was awake now, and as painful as it was I would make the most of it, I was ready now. I'd spent time trying to find the artist who painted Beauty Sleeping but nothing had come up in an online search. The painting wasn't signed and there were no other indicators besides the words Beauty Sleeping scrawled in pencil on the back of the canvas. Maybe I'll try finding the artist again, I thought to myself. She deserved that information. We both deserved a lot of things.

      "Don't wait up for me, girl." I said to the painting on the wall above the couch, knowing full well she couldn’t hear me. "I'll tell you all about my night when I get home."

      A couple of swipes of my favorite rollerball scent on my collarbone and wrists, and I was out the door and meeting my ride.  The driver was a young but cute enough guy, maybe in his early twenties, and having him hold the door for me and stammer out a nervous “ma’am” had me feeling like a Grande Madame. Confidence soaring, I sat in the back of his grey Honda like a mob queen being chauffeured around town. Taking myself on a date is fun, I thought, I should do it more often.

      

      I had a reservation at Affini’s, and the hostess didn’t bat an eye at seating a table of one. I had a small table in a cozy little corner that faced the rest of the restaurant. My little table put a wall at my back, and I could see everyone coming and going in the restaurant. There was no need to make idle chit-chat, I could enjoy my food and wine in blissful silence.

      My meal was divine.

      Cherry tomatoes burst in my mouth, and the pungent tang of just enough garlic curled around my tongue and slid down my throat. I was washing it down with my third glass of wine when the front door opened and I made eye contact with Cindy. The reaction was immediate, the laughter died in her throat, and she stopped abruptly in the doorway causing Richard to bump into her from behind. He hadn’t been prepared for her sudden stop, but the reprimand he was about to give her was cut off when he looked up and saw me.

      What the hell did I do now?

      Everything in me was hovering over fight or flight. My sense of self-preservation was screaming to get up and run. Save me from the embarrassment and the agony of being in the same space and breathing the same oxygen as my betrayers. Normally I would give in to the flight. There was no reason for me to punish myself by enduring the agony of their stares, knowing they didn’t want to be around me any more than I wanted to be around them.

      But something was different this time. The voice of my fight instinct began to sound a little louder than the voice of my flight. Who cares what old Regina would do? This was my restaurant, my place before him, and it would continue to be my place. The voice in my head that was new Regina said, how dare they think to chase me from my comfort zone, after everything else they had done. They have no power over me anymore. None. So the girl who was new Regina did something the old Regina never would have done.

      I ordered dessert.

      It tasted like cardboard, and my nerves were running on high anxiety octane, but I ate every last bite of that mascarpone cake and swallowed the dregs of that last glass of wine. Then I left a large bill on the table to cover my dinner and a generous tip, and walked out the door with my head high, the swing of my ponytail only slightly less than the swing of my hips.

      Forget that. I didn’t walk out, I fucking sashayed out that door.

      It was once I was out the door of the restaurant and in front of the large glass windows when I was sure I could feel the stares of both Richard and Cindy following me, that I realized I didn’t know what to do next. I had been so stressed out about making it through dinner with my dignity intact that I had forgotten to schedule my ride home. The idea of fumbling with my phone to schedule a ride through the app in front of the windows with people watching me did not appeal, so I looked around to see where else I could go, at least to get out of view of Richard and Cindy. I didn’t want them to see me uncertain of anything, they only got to see confident new Regina—the facade that I let them see.

      The air had a bit of a chill for being late May in Northwest Ohio, but I’d already had a full meal and an entire bottle of wine, so the air felt good on my flushed cheeks. Across the street from Affini’s was a tattoo shop, Gallery B, and a tiny little brick building with a neon open sign in the window. It looked like a bar, and if I squinted in the dark, I could see by the poorly lit sign out front it was called Nasta’s. It looked a little sketchy, but I was a brave girl in that moment, and I just needed a place where I could go in, sit at the bar to have one drink, and schedule my ride.

      The inside of the bar was pleasantly comfortable. It was clean and only moderately dim, as bars ought to be. There was a pool table on one end of the room, several tables and booths scattered across the middle and down one wall, and a large rectangle bar that stuck out through the center of the space. It was actually quite welcoming, so I went to the middle of the bar where there were three open barstools and slid into the center seat. It was a bit of a dick move, but if I left the spots on either side of me empty, I figured people were less likely to sit next to me since people normally went to the bar in groups.

      The bartender was a very handsome man with a bright smile full of white, even teeth. I would imagine after six or ten drinks he would be the type of person you could tell your life story to—a perfect bartender.

      “Hi, what can I get for you?” He said with a smile. I wasn’t planning on staying, so I ordered a generic domestic and paid in cash. No need for a tab.

      Pulling the phone from my purse, I was surprised to hear it ding in my hand—a text message. Normally not a big deal but the name that scrolled across the tiny screen made my blood turn cold.

      Richard. What the hell did he want?

      Against my better judgment, I clicked on the little rectangle that opened his message and read,

      Hey

      Was he fucking kidding me with that nonsense?

      Hey what? I replied, and immediately regretted even answering him. I took a long pull from the Bud Light, it didn’t taste like anything, but it felt good sliding down my throat. My skin was suddenly itchy and overheated.

      You looked beautiful tonight.

      “Oh, hell no you don’t get to say shit to me you creep.” I’d meant to say the words under my breath, but they came out as more of an angry exclamation. As I washed the words down with a large gulp from the neck of my bottle I was overcome with a sour taste.

      “Oh God, what in the hell?” It could not have tasted stronger if I had been sitting in front of Belgian monks and they were spooning dry hops directly into my mouth. What in the shit had I just swallowed?

      I looked more closely at the bottle in my hands and realized that it most certainly was not the Bud Light I had been drinking previously. This bottle had a colorful label and the words “Hop Juju” plastered on the front. Hop Juju, well no shit.

      I lifted my gaze to try and figure out how I might have made such a mix-up and looked right into the eyes of the slack-jawed bartender, who was looking not at me, but at the space directly to my left. I followed his gaze to a pair of wide shoulders, and had to look up and up some more to see the very bemused face of the largest man I had ever seen up close.

      I don’t mean he was just tall, I mean he was big. He had an imposing air about him that wasn’t even dimmed by the twitching corners of his mouth, and I couldn’t figure out how I didn’t even feel him sliding into the barstool next to me. Surely the floorboards should have been shaking or something.

      Broad shoulders, and what could only be described as an extremely muscular body by the way his black t-shirt was strung so tightly across his chest, took up most of the space in front of my eyes. Color exploded from his short sleeves and down both of his arms, and continued into tattoos that dusted his knuckles. My thighs clenched for some reason, looking at those large hands. I assumed it was from the wine.

      As my gaze traveled upward, I could see a splash of color that extended across his collarbone, stopping just short of his thick neck. Dark wavy hair fell over his ears and slightly down his neck and holy shit those eyes. Those deep brown eyes may have been laughing at me and my predicament, but the look on his face was panty-melting, to say the least.

      I had definitely had enough to drink.

      He didn’t look mad, and I was already feeling a buzz, so I felt confident in my apology. “I am really sorry,” I said sorrowfully, “but that beer tastes like shit.”

      The sexy giant in front of me crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at me for a moment, possibly trying to read my mind. There was nothing to read though, I had just said exactly what was on it. Old Regina might have been tongue-tied in front of the sexy beast, but new Regina, the girl who had a bottle of wine and a guzzle of hoppy nastiness, had no such reservations. She said exactly what she was thinking, no hesitations.

      “I don’t trust the taste buds of someone who would willingly purchase and drink that pisswater you have in front of you.”

      Yeah okay, he had a point.

      “Okay, yes, it’s pisswater. But in my defense, I already had an entire bottle of wine over at Affini’s before I came over here. I was feeling full,” I said primly, as if that should have been explanation enough on its own.

      The bartender, relieved that, at least in this instance, he wasn’t going to have to break up a bar fight, went back to the other end of the bar to take someone else’s order. That left me alone to converse with the dangerous behemoth, who instead of ordering another beer, drank out of the one I had just put my mouth on like he had zero concerns about germs or mouth herpes or anything.

      “You just had dinner at Affini’s? What did you eat?” He looked impressed and a bit jealous so I replied smugly, “Capellini di Mare.”

      “Yes! The good stuff.” One giant meaty paw was held up in front of me, and I had no choice but to fist bump or ignore the gesture. It would have been rude to leave him hanging and I giggled a little as my small fist bounced off his massive knuckles.

      “I ate the whole damn plate, too,” I said proudly, rubbing my hand in small circles over my slightly rounded stomach that probably couldn’t hold another bite of food if it was surgically implanted there. “See my little food baby?” I pursed my lips and made little kissy noises at my belly. It was just a little joke, and probably couldn’t have been unsexier if I had belched at the bar, but I still didn’t expect the reaction I got.

      The big man on the stool next to me laughed.

      But he didn’t just laugh, no, his voice was deep as rolling thunder as it boomed off the walls of the bar. Louder than the popular top forties song playing on the bar speakers, loud enough that it scared a clearly intoxicated woman as she came out of the restroom, and almost toppled over on her skinny sky-high heels. And so loud that the young bartender with the perfect teeth dropped the pint glass he was drying behind the bar. He fumbled, almost caught it, and fumbled it again only to miss on the rebound, the glass shattering as it hit the floor.

      “Goddamnit Beck! You laugh like fuckin’ Santa Claus!” But the blond bartender was smiling as he reached around the corner and grabbed a broom and dustpan.

      Santa Clause? I thought. Yeah, maybe, if Santa was a six foot four bodybuilder type with tattoos and luxurious black hair. Steel bands for arms and thighs like tree trunks—yeah, Santa Clause. The entire chain of events was too funny so I started laughing. Real laughter, like I hadn’t done since Richard left—no—longer than that even. The giant apparently named Beck slapped his hand on his denim-clad thigh and hooted again, and we both laughed until tears came out of our eyes and my stomach started to cramp.

      “Another beer? I’ll buy one to wash the taste of mine out of your mouth. Actually, let’s do wine so you don’t offend me with another tasteless domestic.”

      “No, thank you,” I laughed, but the disappointment showed plainly on his face. He thought I was turning him down. That sexy bear of a man, who could probably crush a skull between his hands, was bummed because he could not buy me a drink.

      “This is going to make me sound like a serious grandma, but do you know what always tops off a kick-ass meal for me? A coffee. If I can trade my wine for coffee I will take you up on your offer.”

      “Jesse, a coffee for the granny lady,” he said with a smile. He didn’t seem to be making fun of me, so I took no offense to his words. Actually, if that dimple always showed up when he smiled I would change my damn name to Grandma if he thought it was funny.

      “Sure thing, Beck. Ma’am, do you want me to Irish it up for you?”

      The ma’am had me grimacing. I was having fun conversing with these guys, no strings, no expectations, but the ma’am had me slamming back to reality. Plain, boring Regina. Ugh, no way was I ready to be her again.

      “As long as you don’t call me ma’am again, holy hell, my name is Regina. And my answer to your question depends on what you consider Irish coffee.”

      Jesse had already turned his back to me, arm extended and reaching for a bottle of Bailey’s on the shelf to his left. Meeting my gaze in the mirror behind the bar he narrowed his eye. I stood my ground and said nothing, just arched one eyebrow in challenge. Would he do it right? Or would he reach for the Bailey’s and disappoint me?

      “Regina, huh?” Beck’s voice was rumbly and warm, and three octaves lower than it ought to be for friendly conversation. The kind of sexy that happens just because, and not because, he chose to do it on purpose. The man cast a shadow like a blanket, and the thought of him whispering sexy words into my ear with that sinful voice had me clenching my thighs together once again under the shadows of the bar ledge.

      He was just talking to me, nothing more, but his voice was a weapon. What would it be like if he were trying to be seductive on purpose? I couldn’t even turn to look at him or I would lose my composure.

      Maintaining eye contact with Jesse through the mirror I added, “Yes. My name is Regina. Regina O’Shea.”

      At the mention of my last name Jesse’s fingers flexed, paused in front of the Bailey’s bottle and then he grinned, turned and grabbed the Jameson bottle that was shelved to the right.

      Good boy.

      “Okay, Okay, Irish.” He said as he laughed and grabbed a small grinder from behind the bar. “I always have to check, you know? Half the time I get excited to make something fun and people just expect me to pour a shot of Bailey’s into their cup and call it a day.”

      “That’s not an Irish coffee though.”

      Jesse laughed again, a real laugh, not a fake—tell me your story—bartender laugh. His handsome face smoothed out and I was given a glimpse of just how young Jesse actually was. Such a handsome young man, I wondered what his story was.

      “I know that, and you know that,” Jesse said. “But the general public doesn’t. I serve what the people want, not necessarily what they ask for. That’s my job.”

      I nodded sympathetically. We both worked in the service industry, him and me. I definitely understood trying to give the customer what they wanted, even if they weren’t asking for it correctly. That was a real thing.

      “Are you grinding the beans fresh?” Beck sounded impressed.

      “Hell yes, Beck. Not too many people order coffee, I’m not going to keep a pot on for hours with no one drinking it. By the time someone does order a cup, it’s gross. I’m not serving that.” Jesse scooped a few spoonfuls of beans into the grinder and pushed the button, the machine made a tiny whirring sound for a few seconds and then he was done. “That’s why I have a one cup pot back here,” he continued. “If someone wants to order a cup of coffee, I’ll give them something good. Chances are they are either designated driver or trying to sober up.

      “Jesse, looks pretty good, I think I’ll have one of those, too.” Beck was eyeing what Jesse was doing with interest, forefinger and thumb on his large square chin, rubbing thoughtfully.

      “I only got one problem,” Jesse said with a slight grimace. “I’ve got the brown sugar, but I don’t have any heavy cream to use. All I’ve got is a can of the spray whip. It’s not authentic, but beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

      “Any port in a storm, Jesse, I just appreciate the effort,” I said, and I meant it, too. I was having a really good time. I had gone to this bar to take refuge from the prying eyes of Richard and Cindy as I made my walk of shame from Affini’s. What I found was an impromptu conversation in a helluva sexy man sitting to my left, that I had no idea would be there when I left the house this evening.

      With an almost embarrassed spray of the ready whip can, Jesse set two steaming hot mugs in front of Beck and me, eyebrows raised, waiting for us to take our first sip.

      “I’ve never had an Irish coffee,” Beck murmured as he looked at the steam rising from the mug in front of him. It was a bar coffee cup, small, maybe eight to ten ounces, and it looked like a toy teacup cradled in his large bear paws. Grasping my own cup in my hands, I smiled, closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of the fresh brew with the warm woody tang of whiskey wafting through the cream.

      “It’s sweetened with brown sugar,” Jesse made idle conversation as he wiped up the bar. There weren’t too many people in the bar at this time. I didn’t look at the clock, but I was sure I’d been there for a little while. I could hear the bustle of people sitting at tables behind me and the odd clack of the cue ball as someone started a new game of pool. There was nobody else at the bar besides Beck and me though, so Jesse was free to engage in conversation. It felt like a friendly little get-together, Beck, Jesse and me. They clearly knew each other, but I was a stranger. I was having fun though, and I didn’t feel like a stranger.

      Jesse continued, “I sweetened the coffee mixture with a little brown sugar. The whiskey is added after the sugar, and the entire thing is meant to be drunk through a layer of heavy cream. The best way to make it is to use heavy cream that’s only been whipped about half way, that way it’s still semi-liquid and you get a little of every flavor in every sip. I really shouldn’t have used the spray whip, but it’s all I had.”

      “I’ll drink it as it is, Jesse, and be glad for it,” I said. The first sip was a warm welcome, just the right touch of burn sliding down my throat and warming my insides. I closed my eyes and took another sip, letting it linger in my mouth a little before swallowing.

      Mmm, that was good.

      I open my eyes again to find that Jesse had moved back down to clean the other end of the bar, and Beck was staring at me quietly yet intensely. “What, do I have something on my face?”

      “Actually, you do. But that isn’t why I was looking at you. You looked so angry when you were checking your phone earlier, but just now when you were taking a drink, you looked so peaceful. Like everything was exactly how you wanted it to be.” He reached out with a napkin and dabbed the end of my nose with a smirk. Apparently, I was a complete toddler and couldn’t take a drink without getting the whipped cream on the end of my nose. I laughed, the whole situation was funny. I had been angry earlier, but it was the kind of angry that you usually don’t show to strangers, and I was a little bit embarrassed that this new friend had seen that part of me. No, that it had been his first impression.

      “You know, I’m not usually an angry person. I like to think I’m a pretty even-keeled individual, but I’ve had some things go down lately. I’m a grown ass woman, so I’ll be okay, but some things just aren’t forgivable, you know?” He looked like he did know, and even though he still had a smile on his face, the look in his eyes spoke of experience. For some reason, I wanted to say all of it, all of the things that were hurting me; all of the things I kept inside. I wanted to tell this stranger in the bar everything that was on my mind.

      He must have read my mind, because he said, “Do you want to tell me about it? I’m not just saying that either, sometimes it helps to tell somebody who’s not directly involved. I’m just a guy in a bar with no bias.”

      So I did. I told him about my job, about what I did for a living, not once did he show any surprise in hearing about a woman that sold sex toys for a living. His facial expression didn’t even change when I told him about Richard and Cindy, about how I had introduced the two of them, essentially got him a job in my industry, and watched as my client took my boyfriend, and my dignity.

      The incredible thing about telling my story to Beck was that he just listened. He didn’t interrupt, didn’t give his thoughts on what I was saying, and my favorite thing is that he showed no pity for my situation. That was the worst, the pity from friends and family when they heard what happened. I couldn’t say anything about my situation to anyone without them looking at me with those eyes of sadness, like, poor Regina, look at what she has to go through.

      I didn’t need anybody to look at me that way; like I was pathetic, a child that needed consoling. He just waited silently, a second Irish coffee in his hand, or maybe a third, I lost count while I was talking. The more I drank, the more my insides warmed, and the more the words flowed out of my mouth.

      He did laugh, though, when I told him about how I tossed Richard’s matchbox cars out the second story window into the grass. I imagine it was a funny scene. I was so pissed off at the time I couldn’t appreciate the humor.

      “And that’s about it,” I said, setting my empty mug down on the bar. The whiskey was working its magic on me, my skin felt flushed and heated, and I had that light feeling of euphoria—the kind you got when you’ve had just enough to drink and not too much. “That just leads me to tonight, where I stopped to have my favorite dinner at my favorite restaurant only to have to eat it in front of those two when they came in for a date. I came over across the street to get the hell away from those two, and the rest is history. To tell you the truth, I’m really glad I came over here. I’ll tell you a little secret.” I leaned over conspiratorially to whisper my secret to Beck. “This is the best date that I’ve ever taken myself on. I’m showing myself an awesome time.”

      Beck smiled again, and even though he was looking at me, the heat from his quiet gaze pulled me like the tide pulls the ocean. That dimple popped and disappeared. I wanted him to smile again, I wanted to make him laugh so I could see more of it.

      “Do you know what that d-bag texted me earlier? While he was still out with…her.” I was doing a pretty good job of holding it together after what they did, but I still couldn’t bring myself to call her his girlfriend. No, that was what I had been, and no way was I lumping the two of us in the same category. “He said, you looked beautiful tonight. Like, no shit, asshole, I know I look beautiful tonight. I dressed my damn self. I know I’m foxy. I even wore my good pushup. Look at these boobs—they are perfect, right? If they were any higher I’d be snorting cleavage.” I was proud of my joke.

      Come on, Beck, give me a smile. Show me the goods.

      But he didn’t smile. His eyes were serious while his full lips tightened and his nostrils flared.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      I had thought I was making a joke, but I actually ended up accidentally making a pass, and even though, I swear to God, I hadn’t been doing it on purpose, that reaction from him had me biting back a quiet moan. He wanted me, and—Oh God—did I want him. To touch me, to kiss me, to throw me over his shoulder like a cave man. God! Anything. Please. Just something. Old Regina would have missed it altogether, but new Regina was paying very close attention. And new Regina wanted to see just how interested Mr. Beck was.

      In as bold a move as ever I could muster, I placed my hand on the arm closest to me at the bar and squeezed gently. It was hard. He was a broad man, and every part was muscle, it seemed. His nostrils flared again, and he opened his mouth, probably to say something incredibly sexy in that low baritone voice of his, but all I heard was, “I let you guys talk as long as I could, but the last call was an hour ago, and I want to clean up and get the hell out of here. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here…or so the saying goes.”
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      Cold water, Jesse, I thought. That’s some cold water you just threw on me.

      Beck could feel it too, if the guilty look on his face was any indication. Snatching my hand from his arm like a kid caught sneaking candy from Grandma’s pantry, I pulled my phone up and looked at the time.

      Holy shit, it was three in the morning. I hadn’t even scheduled my ride yet. Hasty apologies and goodbyes had Beck and I out the front door of the bar. Jesse was shaking his head and smiling, but I heard the lock click behind us as we left. Jesse wasn’t kidding about wanting to go home.

      The late spring breeze wasn’t cold, exactly, but it was still chill enough on my whiskey warm skin to give me a shiver, and I stood awkwardly in front of Beck. The magic of the moment we had earlier was gone, and I wasn’t sure how to say goodbye. Do I shake his hand? Do I just wave as he walks away and I stand on the street corner waiting for the ride I hadn’t even had a chance to schedule yet?

      “You aren’t driving, are you? His tone was a bit worried, which was hysterical, considering he had just as much to drink as I did. When you’re as big a guy as he is though, I imagine it takes more than a beer and a couple hot toddies to addle your senses. “I’d give you a ride, but I didn’t drive. I live super close, so I just walk to the bar. It’s safer normally, I don’t drink and drive.”

      “Oh no, I would never.” I wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment of not driving under the influence. I loved a good buzz. However, I did not love incarceration, DUI, or the possibility of killing someone. I may have been new Regina, but I was still way too responsible for something like that. I poked at my phone a bit until I finished my task, “My chariot shall arrive in approximately . . . twenty minutes.” Twenty minutes? Ew, that was a bit longer than I wanted to wait on a street corner, in the dark, alone in the city at three in the morning.

      “Twenty minutes? That’s too long. I’ll wait with you.” He looked down at me, a frown creasing his brow. I didn’t want to put him out by making him wait with me. As much as I enjoyed his company, I was not a damsel in distress. My ride was coming, I didn’t need to be rescued.

      “You don’t have to do that, I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl. I swear.” I crossed my arms over my chest to make myself seem more authoritative, and a bit braver than I felt standing on the corner under the light on the eerily empty road. Everything was closed and quiet, anyone left out and about in these wee hours was probably going to be up to no good. Or waiting for their ride, like me.

      “It is three in the morning, and this isn’t the suburbs, holy hell, I will not leave you alone.” Beck’s tone carried underlining authority. “There are dangerous people around. There could be perverts. Hell, you don’t know, I could be a pervert!”

      “Oh, I could not be that lucky, it’s not my birthday or anything.” The words were out of my mouth as soon as I thought them, and, oh my God, did he look intense. With his eyes narrowed and a firm line to his mouth, there was no dimple showing now. He stood up straight, impossibly tall, and with his shadow swallowing up space on the concrete, he took a step forward.

      Then another.

      Quietly he advanced, and I had no choice but to step back or he would catch me. Even though the thrill that shot up my spine made me think maybe that was exactly what I wanted to happen. He walked forward, dark eyes gleaming, arms hanging loosely at his sides, and I walked backward, out of the safety of the streetlight and into the shadows. I walked backward into the small strip beside the restaurant until my back met the cool brick wall of the tattoo shop next door. I couldn’t back up anymore, but he kept coming, closer, until the light of the street lamp didn’t illuminate him anymore. Until he was just a massive shape in the dark. Closer, until both arms braced against the wall on either side of my head. My eyes adjusted to the much dimmer lighting and his face came into focus again. Gone was the smiling face of the man I had been joking with earlier in the evening. This was the face of a predator. A welcomed predator. And I was soaked just thinking of the ways that he could take me down.

      One hand came up, quick and deadly to circle my throat. Beck wasn’t putting any pressure on me, I could breathe, but he had me immobile just as if his hand were an iron shackle. My knees were weak with desire and I wanted to push him, to see what he would do if I resisted him. He’d intended to teach me a lesson, to show me that anyone can be an enemy. But I didn’t need him to teach me that. I’d learned that on my own. I had already been destroyed by someone I cared about. Not much scared me now. His hand closed gently on my throat and he leaned in close, so close that I couldn’t see his face anymore, and his lips almost touched my ear.

      “Regina,” he whispered, and I swear I had never before in my life come close to having an orgasm from someone saying my name. “Regina, I could be a very dangerous man.”

      His voice, so heavy with desire it seemed like the growling of a wild animal. If he didn’t take a bite out of me soon I was going to take a bite out of him. Old Regina and new Regina were in agreement on this one thing. We had to see what would happen next. Could he be dangerous? Would he be? I wanted to feel his body pushing mine into the brick of the building until I became a part of it. My skin buzzed with the energy of the space between our bodies—too much space. I wanted every part of him touching every part of me. How dangerous was he? I had to find out. Swallowing to gather courage, I felt his hand constrict my throat as I whispered, “Show me.”

      If I had thought that he would kiss me then I was sadly mistaken, but not disappointed. One hand still lightly holding me to the wall by my throat, his other hand snaked under my short skirt and closed on my panties, ripping the cotton and lace with one quick tug. He did growl then, right into my ear, and the sound of his desire ripped a moan from my own throat.

      He was still too far away, my nipples so tight they hurt, and if he would just come a little closer, and press his heavy body into mine, it might ease the pressure building inside of me.

      “More,” I whispered into the side of his neck and against the hand that was pinning me to the wall. “Touch me more, push me further. Show me just how dangerous you are.” There was no room for embarrassment in our dark alley. After all, I would never see this man again. I shouldn’t have been teasing him, but he had just ripped my panties completely off my body without any hesitation and, damn it, that was a promise of a good time I was going to see he fulfilled. Beck still wasn’t close enough, and he still hadn’t kissed me. Reaching both hands out I grabbed fistfuls of his clothing and pulled him close. One hand pulled his t-shirt free from his jeans and slid over the hard planes of his abdomen, the other down the rock hard bulge below. Oh my God, I wanted him inside of me. I pushed my palm against him firmly, mouth watering with the thought of taking him deep in my throat, my tongue already pushing against my teeth in anticipation. I was going to go crazy if I didn’t get to touch more of his skin.

      Beck had other ideas, and a need to show me that he was still in control. With a grunt, he moved his hand away from my neck long enough to swat mine away from groping of his cock through his pants. I whimpered at the loss but managed to get another squeeze in before he grabbed both of my hands in one of his and raised my arms above my head, pressing them against the brick. Now the brick was chafing the skin of my hands as well as my bare ass and I was in love with the pain of it. In love with the excitement of being held down, of being just on the other side of the light, where anyone walking by could see what he was doing—what we were doing. I wanted to tell him to pin me down more, to push me harder, but any words disappeared in a gasp as his fingers entered me fast and hard. I was helpless to do anything but buck against him while I came apart in his hands, while the cotton and lace of my panties he still held in his hand rubbed against my skin.

      I had never felt anything remotely as sensual as this in my entire life, and I had barely moved.

      I was still coming down, still breathing heavy as he pulled the fingers that were inside of me out and to his mouth. I watched because he wanted me to, as his tongue swirled around his fingers, tasting me just as surely as if his face was where his hand had been. My knees gave out then, and the only reason I knew that he had let my arms go from over my head was that he caught me with both of his, and held me up gently until I had my composure.

      “See, Regina? I told you I was dangerous.”

      Hell, yes he was, and I enjoyed every second of it.

      The shrill sound of my phone going off cut sharply through the silence of the empty alley. Oh God, my car was here and had been waiting in front of the bar for almost five minutes. I was flustered and almost dropped my phone as I smoothed my skirt down and checked to see that the rest of my clothing wasn’t in disarray. Beck stepped back, saying nothing. He seemed to know that I needed the space. I had never had an encounter quite like this. I wasn’t sure what the proper protocol was for such a thing, so I simply smiled and blew him a kiss as I left him standing in the shadows of the alley, still holding the ruins of my undergarments in his hand.

      The driver was nice enough, a middle-aged woman who asked no questions about what I was doing coming out from around the side of a dark building at almost three thirty in the morning. She simply made small talk from the front seat as she drove me home, while I ignored the fact that I was wearing the shortest skirt imaginable, sans underpants, in the back seat of a stranger’s car. I didn’t look back as we drove away, but I knew he was there. A beast in the shadows, watching as the car disappeared out of sight. I didn’t wonder if he would make it home okay. Beck had made it clear that he was a man in charge. He would be absolutely fine.

      I had just had the experience of a lifetime, and even though I didn’t get to do nearly as much as I wanted with Beck, I would certainly think about him for a long, long while. He was fantasy fuel. Dangerous fantasy fuel. I wondered how I could go back to my plain vanilla existence after this.
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      “Regina, you got a sec?” I didn’t really, I had a ton of callbacks to make, orders to enter, and several shipping fires to put out. But when the big boss was in town, and he asked for your undivided attention, you gave it whether you wanted to or not.

      Two weeks had passed since that night at the bar with Beck, and even though I knew I would never see him again, something inside me had changed. I was lighter, more buoyant, even. I felt as if the weight of all my worries had been lifted from my shoulders. I had a renewed vigor at work, and even TJ seemed to have stepped up to the plate. We had become a power team over the last couple of weeks; the orders were rolling in, the time was flying by, and money was being made. Even Jeremiah had calmed down, but to be honest, I really didn’t care what he was up to as long as he stayed the hell out of my office.

      Everything had been going great until I heard that Jack Fox was going to be coming back into town. As a human, he was insufferable, as a boss and the owner of Slow Grind Inc., I put up with him because he was rarely around. He was more of an activator, at least that’s what he liked to call himself when explaining why he really didn’t have much to do with his business at all. While the home office and main warehouse operated out of Toledo Ohio, he checked in every couple of weeks from his quote “satellite office” in California. A greasier slime ball I had never met off the pages of a comic book, but as long as I made the company money, he stayed out of my business, and I could handle him as long as he stayed away.

      Unfortunately, the man in question was currently leaning against my open office door with a look on his face that meant we needed to have a talk. I had a sinking feeling I knew what he wanted to talk about, and I had my argument prepared.

      “I got an email from Cindy Cain, she seems to be questioning the level of service she’s receiving here at The Grind.”

      I hated it when he called it the grind, like it was some separate country and he was the king. “Cindy Cain can eat my ass.” I knew I was pushing my boundaries talking to Jack that way, but he needed to know right out of the gate that I was not going to bend on this particular issue. “And I didn’t give her poor service, I actually gave up that account. If she has concerns, you might want to bring them up to her new sales rep, Jeremiah. And I know she can’t have a problem with him, he was her sales rep before I was.”

      I knew what Cindy’s problem was. She wanted the level of service that I had been giving her, but she wasn’t going to get that from Jeremiah. He didn’t have a boyfriend for her to steal. I went above and beyond for my clients because I was a God damn good salesperson, and I did extra shit for her because she was my friend. She screwed that up for herself though. She may have been a good commission account, but I didn’t need her money to stay number one in sales. Keeping her as a client was almost like having her pay me to sleep with my boyfriend.

      Conflict of interest.

      Also, fuck Cindy Cain.

      “You need to keep your personal shit out of the office. Cindy Cain is one of the top adult retailers in Ohio. She has three stores in this area alone. I’m not having customers bounced around between sales reps because you’re off crying in a corner. Your boyfriend dumped you, get over it.” I was furious. Jack was crossing a serious line here, and I had to tread carefully or it would end badly for me. I’ve seen guys hauled out of the office and tossed in the parking lot by the collar of their shirt just for saying the wrong thing when Jack was in a mood. I had two choices. I could either stand my ground and get fired, or suck it up and say, “yes sir” until he went back to California, and then go back to doing whatever the hell I wanted to do. I’m the type of person that doesn’t do anything without a plan. I would have loved nothing more than to wipe that greasy smile off his face by giving him the finger and walking out the door, but that went against everything I stood for as an adult. I’m a two-week notice kinda girl. I could never quit a job without having another one lined up. I’m way too rigid for that. Sometimes I wish I could be more of a fly by the seat of my pants kind of person, and maybe that’s part of my problem, maybe I’m too rigid, but that’s just who I am. And that part of me that isn’t able to make that kind of a decision on the fly, is the same girl that swallowed the bile in her throat, looked Jack Fox directly in his eyes and said, “Whatever you say, Jack.”

      And just like a switch had been flipped in his brain, the storm clouds flew out of Jack’s eyes and he was happy again. He was so predictable. When he was upset he threw a fit, made sure that everybody bowed down in obedience, and when he assured himself of his authority over everyone in the vicinity, then he could go back to being happy.

      I had thought that if I gave him the answer he wanted, he would leave my office and leave me alone for the rest of the time he was in town. He was normally only ever in town for about four days at a time anyway. I could handle four days, especially if he stayed out of my office for all four of them. There was usually one employee that he picked on when he was in town, almost as if he needed a whipping boy to keep him entertained until he went back home. If I thought that I was going to be so lucky that he would walk out of my office and I would not see him again for the next few days, I was sadly in the wrong. It looked like my time to take my place at the whipping station had come.

      “I’m glad that’s settled, Regina. I do have something else I want to talk to you about.” He left his lounging position in the doorway and came even closer into my office. I didn’t want him in my office, in fact, Jack Fox standing anywhere within a three foot radius of me just creeped me out. He was misogynistic, chauvinistic, and had a tendency to make every conversation have an undercurrent of sexual harassment. He never turned it directly on me, after all, I was the token female sales representative that just happened to bring in more business than anybody else in the company. My mousy brown hair pulled back in the low ponytails and my grandma sweaters did not make me a target for his advances. He kept me around because I made money, which was the end of our relationship. That’s why I was really surprised at the next words out of his mouth.

      “I’m going to need you to do Vegas this year.”

      I had been with the company for five years, and never once had he asked me to do the Vegas show. The biggest trade show of the year for the adult and party industry was held in Las Vegas every fall. The same guys went every year, it was definitely a boy’s trip. It had been made clear to me when I first started working at Slow Grind that my place was in the office while the boys were gone, or doing little in state shows that popped up. And that suited me just fine. I had no desire to go work the booth at the big trade show. I was only at this job to make money. None of that other shit sounded like a good time to me at all.

      “For some reason, there’s a lot more chicks that are business owners in the industry now. All of a sudden there’s an uproar about booth babes, and even though I think the whole argument is stupid, I’ll get the bitches what they want just so they shut up. New rule this year—no more booth babes. Everyone in the booth has to be a company employee.” His thick nose wrinkled in disgust, and I could tell he really meant every word he’d just said. I have no idea how the guy was so popular in the industry, he had the crassest and rudest way of talking. Just the sound of his voice grated on my nerves, and I wondered how many customers we would lose if any of “those bitches” ever heard the way he talked about them.

      “I’m going to need you to dress up a bit so you don’t embarrass us. Customers have been asking to meet you, but I’ll be damned if you’ll be working the Grind booth looking like a retired librarian. Try to remember the industry you represent and dress appropriately. TJ can handle the accounts while you’re gone. Get your shit together.”
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      I paced outside the building, trying to muster up the courage to walk in the front door. Gallery B, funny name for a tattoo shop. I thought it was curious the first time I went to Affini’s and saw it out the window years earlier. I’d never really thought more about it since, until I made the decision to finally get some ink for myself. I always wanted a tattoo, but they are so permanent. How would I know if something I picked now would be something I’d want to see on my skin in fifteen or twenty years from now? There was no way to know, and I could never make up my mind, so I never went through with it until today. I even knew what I wanted to get. And once I had that figured out, I knew exactly where I had to go.

      Gallery B.

      The tattoo shop directly next door to the bar where I had met Beck. The place where I’d had that wild encounter, the place where I had done something dangerous and brave and realized a deeper part of myself. The place where new Regina was born. It was exciting, running my hands down the rough bricks I had been pressed against not more than a few weeks before. Now if I could just make myself go inside the building.

      Five more minutes of walking back and forth under the low hanging awning in front of the shop and I had almost convinced myself to open the door. The decision was taken out of my hands, however, when the glass door slowly swung open, and a shaggy-haired young man peeked his head out and said quietly, “Are you coming in? I can see you walking back and forth in front of the door and it’s making me dizzy. Come in and sit down before I throw up.”

      The jig was up, I couldn’t turn back now. The young man with crazy hair and kind eyes simply stood there with the door held open, waiting for me to come in, so I did.

      “Thank you,” I said to the young man. “I probably would’ve been outside for another fifteen or twenty minutes before I made the decision to either come in or bail.” I wasn’t kidding either, I probably could’ve paced until I talked myself right out of that tattoo, even though I wanted one more than anything.

      “I’m Cody,” he said with a smile, holding out his hand in greeting. He was a little taller than I was, with a septum piercing and plugs that stretched his earlobes out. It wasn’t a fashion statement that I wanted to make, but to each his own, and he was really quite polite.

      “I’m Regina,” I said nervously. And before I could change my mind I finished my sentence in a rush. “I’m nervous if you can’t tell, I came in for a tattoo but I’ve never had one before and I don’t really know what I’m doing here.”

      Cody smiled again and gestured for me to take a seat on a comfortable looking couch in the corner of the small waiting area. There were two brown leather couches situated in an L shape, while a large low coffee table sat in front. There were tattoo coffee table books, as well as art books, and even a sketch pad and pencils on its surface. Cody saw where I was looking, closed the sketchbook and placed it on the counter behind him.

      “I’m a doodler,” he said with a sheepish grin, making him look even younger than I had first thought. Twenty-two, maybe? Twenty-five, tops? He ran his hands through his mop of brown hair, and by the way the top stuck straight up off the top of his head I could tell there had probably been product put into it at some point. I bet he left the house with his hair styled in the morning and then messed it up repeatedly throughout the day by running his hands through it. It was a nervous gesture, and since I was queen of being nervous at the moment, I felt endeared to him, this nice young man with the piercings in the tattoo shop.

      “That’s okay, everyone is nervous their first time. I remember my first tattoo. I went on a dare and was so scared of the needles I almost passed out.” Cody laughed at the memory. Clearly he had gotten over his fear considering the amount of work he had done. “Tattoos are intensely personal, so if it’s something you put a lot of thought into, then it will be all the more special to you. They are, after all, permanent.”

      Such a wise statement from such a young man, and yes, I had put a lot of thought into getting a tattoo. An agonizing amount of thought actually, and if I wouldn’t have had the experience with Beck, then I might still be pondering. But no, I was new Regina now, and new Regina didn’t spend too much time overthinking things. This new Regina went out and lived.

      “I’m practicing to apprentice someday.” Cody nodded to the sketchbook he had removed from the table earlier. “Unfortunately, I’m a ways off from being able to tattoo at the moment. Now if you had come in for a piercing I could have taken you right back. I’m a licensed piercer here at Gallery B. Not the only one on staff, but certainly the most handsome, and the one with the most charisma.” His wink at the end had me laughing off the last of my nervousness.

      “Now, tattoos are all done by B, and by appointment only, unfortunately, but if you give me an idea of what you’re looking for, and fill out some contact forms, then we can get you scheduled for your tattoo.”

      Swallowing my disappointment, I took the tablet with the electronic forms and proceeded to fill out my personal information, as well as answered questions about possible medical issues. It was quite thorough, and I felt like any company that took the time to request this much information from their clients must be pretty serious about what they were doing.

      Finished, I handed the tablet back to Cody so we could talk about my appointment when I got my first actual look at the inside of the shop. The walls were covered in paintings, all different kinds. Somewhat large mural-size paintings, probably four and five feet across, but others were small, no bigger than a five by seven photograph. The walls were painted a deep rust, and the color on the multitudes of canvases popped like a deconstructed rainbow all around the room. It was breathtaking, and I had to ask, “Cody, who painted all of these?”

      I was breathless with excitement, what a hidden gem here in the city that I never even knew about. I was already running up to one of the walls to get a closer look at some of the paintings when Cody said, “All kinds of people painted those. This is a tattoo shop but it’s also an art gallery, these are all local artists. As long as there is space on the wall, and it’s not offensive, anyone can hang their art here. Do you like it?”

      “Oh, I love it, are these all for sale?” A flash of color caught my eye and I snapped to attention in front of a three foot canvas in the center of the wall. I recognize that style of painting, the swirls of color, the dark overtones like a black lace overlay across the entire painting; as if you are looking through a mesh screen. I knew this artist. It was the same artist that had painted my Beauty Sleeping.

      I reached my hand up to lightly caress the air in front of the canvas. I knew better than to touch the painting hanging on the wall. “Who painted this?” I whispered to myself as my eyes drifted toward the small letters in the right-hand corner of the painting spelling out, B. Gallagher.

      “”I did.” The voice that replied was not Cody. I recognized it anyway, the deep timbre rolling through the air like a drum beat. The voice that I had not thought I would ever hear again. Beck.

      My mind struggled to keep up with all of the thoughts whirling inside of my head. The tattoo shop was also an art gallery. Gallery B. The art hanging on the wall—the painting done by B. Gallagher. Beck was here. I hadn’t turned around to match the face to the voice, but I knew. I knew it was him just the same as I knew the person that painted the artwork on the wall in front of me was the same artist who painted Beauty Sleeping. I turned around to see him standing there in front of the curtain that separated the front of the shop from the rooms in the back. Fuck me, he looked edible standing there with his arms folded across his chest. Another black t-shirt straining against the muscles in his arms, and his jeans hanging over the top of his scuffed, heavy-soled boots. I let my gaze travel up from the floor, skimming past his jeans. I couldn’t focus there because my mind would flip out remembering just how close I was to getting at what was inside. His hair was a little longer, a little messier than I remembered it, the dark mass tumbling over his ears and curling a bit. The perfect length to run my hands through. His slight smirk let me know that he knew what I was thinking.

      “You’re Beck Gallagher.” It sounded like an accusation but I didn’t take it back. I had been searching for him as the artist of my painting for so long, and somehow, thanks to six degrees of serendipity, here he was. How could it have been so easy, when it had been so damn hard? And, oh my God, I had damn near begged him to have sex with me up against a wall in an alley.

      “Hello, Cinderella. I thought I would have to go searching for you, but here you are, coming to me in what looks like a very happy accident.”

      I was no princess, but I had run off when my coach came in the night, leaving him standing there holding my panties in his hand instead of a glass slipper. An embarrassing, if not accurate, comparison.

      “This is, Cinderella?” Cody exclaimed, his surprise indicated that he knew the reason for the nickname, or that Beck had at least mentioned our encounter.

      “You told him? Oh my God, what is wrong with you?” My cheeks flamed.

      What kind of man kisses and tells like that? Okay, we had done more than kiss. Actually, we hadn’t kissed at all, but I couldn’t split hairs when I was dying from embarrassment in front of the man who left me still yearning for his touch even weeks after our encounter. And now to find out he was some kind of a pig. Awesome. I was surrounded by assholes no matter where I went.

      Turning to flee, it was Cody who caught my arm, stopping me from running out the front door to safety. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, clearly there is more to the story than what I was told, if this reaction is any indication. This sounds juicy. I want details.”

      “Shut up, Cody!” Beck and I shouted in unison.

      Beck grabbed Cody’s hand and forcefully removed it from my arm, as if he didn’t like the thought of Cody touching me, and replaced it with his.

      “Regina, don’t leave. Before you say something incriminating, know this. I only told him that I met a beautiful and interesting woman at the bar that I really enjoyed spending time with, and that she left me when her ride came, without a way to contact her if I wanted to see her again. And I wanted to see her again.” His hand closed on my arm a little tighter, not hurting, but definitely a little bit possessive. “I wanted to see you again.”

      Damn my traitor legs for quaking where I stood. His voice was a physical touch, and as I looked into his eyes, I forgot where I was, or that anyone else was in the room. This was Beck. The man who laughed so loud at my jokes that the walls rattled. The one who drank Irish coffee with me at the bar, and the man who gave me a screaming orgasm against the brick wall of this very tattoo shop, making me forget for a few hours that I was plain, boring Regina. I didn’t think that I would ever see him again, but if the fickle fates were tossing us in each other’s path again, then maybe it was a good thing.

      “I didn’t know you were an artist.”
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      Suddenly very shy, I had no idea how to continue the conversation with the man in front of me. How could I make him understand that he had given me what was possibly the most intense sexual experience of my life—oh—and I was a super fangirl of his art as well? If I had known who he was in the bar, would I have been able to engage in conversation with him like I had? He had interacted with the bartender like he knew him, probably because he owned the tattoo parlor next door. I felt caught. Trapped. I had no idea what to say or do next.

      “Cinderella was here to get her first tattoo. We were just going to look at the appointment book to see when you had openings. I’m thinking you are four months out. I think that’s right?” Cody ended up talking more to himself as he picked up the tablet and started swiping to find the calendar to check for appointment openings.

      “I’ll take her now.”

      Both Cody and I were dumbfounded by Beck’s statement. Me, firstly, because I couldn’t believe he was booked out four months in advance, and Cody, secondly, because it seemed like Beck didn’t take walk-ins.

      “Boss, it’s Wednesday. You don’t take appointments on Wednesday afternoon.”

      “Cody, I know my schedule better than you do. Although I appreciate the thought, I have enough time for her. And her name is Regina, Cinderella is my pet name for her. You don’t get to say it.” He’d said it mildly enough, but Cody took it as the word of the Lord.

      “Yes, absolutely. Sorry, Regina.”

      I took pity on Cody in his flustered frame of mind, and felt like I had to help him out a bit. “It’s okay, Cody, thank you so much for helping me. I don’t want to be a bother. I can make an appointment. Or if you are busy I can come back another time—”

      “No.” The firm tone of Beck’s voice made me jump, but Cody acted like nothing was amiss and handed Beck the tablet I had used to fill out my info.

      “Regina, stay. Don’t run out on me again.” His words were a command I dared not disobey. Gone was the happy go lucky, smiling giant, and in his place was the dangerous man I had met in the alley outside. Cody acted like this was the side of Beck he saw most often, the man used to giving orders, and having them carried out without question. He didn’t even break stride when he pointed to the tablet and then nodded back at me.

      “She filled out all of the info and med forms, so she’s good to go, Boss. We hadn’t gotten into design specifics yet, but I’m sure you can handle it.” The energy from Beck’s outburst was gone, he was all professional again as he looked at the tablet and then back to me, then at Cody again.

      “Hey, Cody, why don’t you go ahead and head out? Lock the front door so we don’t get any stragglers this afternoon. That way I can work on her and not worry about watching the front door, and I can make sure I am out of here on time tonight.” I couldn’t stop the shiver than ran through my entire body at his words “work on her.” The double entendre was not lost on me. It was lost on Cody, however, because he just smiled and waved as he ran out the front door.

      “See ya later, Beck, nice to meet you, Regina!” With a slam of the door and the click of a key in the lock, I was alone with Beck. Beck, the artist or Beck, the predator? Who was I alone with now?

      I couldn’t wait to find out.

      “You look like you think I’m going to eat you, Regina.” He said the words slowly, as if they tasted good in his mouth. Holy shit, was he seducing me? I was pretty far gone on him, because just Beck standing there in front of the dividing curtain was a seduction to me.

      “Relax, this is work. You came here for something, right?”

      He was right, I did, but suddenly I was unsure. I mean, not only was he the man I had been intimate with recently, so to speak, but he was also an artist who I highly respected. And even though I had spent all that time trying to find the artist behind Beauty Sleeping, the painting I loved so much, I was suddenly too shy to tell him about it. What would he think of my tattoo idea? I could do this, he was a professional. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for me to have artwork done by my favorite artist‚ a permanent part of my body. I needed to pull up my big girl panties and get it together.

      “This is my first tattoo, and it’s kind of important. Now that I’m here, I’m actually really nervous,” I admitted softly.

      “Are you worried about the pain, or are you worried about the artwork? The pain is different for everyone, and there’s really nothing I can do about that for you. The pain is almost as personal as the artwork itself. It’s felt deeply and differently by each person that sits in the chair. If you’re worried about your tattoo idea though, let me reassure you, if I don’t like the art idea, I won’t do it.”

      My disbelief must’ve shown on my face because he paused to explain himself.

      “I’m serious, Regina, I’m a professional, and this is my livelihood. My tattoo artwork is a permanent piece of myself that I leave on your body for everyone to see. I’m an artist and I tattoo because I love it. I will not put artwork that I do not love on someone else’s body. But I’ll give you something that you love, trust me on that. Now, what was your idea?”

      How do I explain to this man that I’m reinventing myself? He’s probably heard all kinds of ridiculous reasons and had people ask for stupid things. I don’t know why I was so hung up on what I wanted. Maybe because to explain what I wanted, I would have to explain the reason I wanted it. And to do that, I would have to let him look at a very vulnerable, very painful part of me. I might not have had a problem explaining to a stranger in a bar about some of the shit things that were going on in my life, but it was certainly a different story now that I knew who Beck was. After what we’d done, I don’t know, it was so much more personal now. I didn’t just have to explain that bad things were happening, I had to explain how those things made me feel. Like, really feel. And that was a lot.

      “I want a butterfly,” I said, suddenly shy. “On my wrist, I want a small butterfly, just in black.”

      “Why?”

      I was prepared for him to ask but it still took me a moment to answer.

      “It made so much sense when I came up with the idea, and I’m having a little trouble putting it into words for you specifically,” I admitted. “I know at the bar when I was drinking and having fun I told you a little bit about what had been going on in my personal life. What I didn’t say is that it’s just one occurrence in a string of occurrences over the last little while, and it had me second-guessing everything about my life up until now. The decisions I’ve made, the things that I’ve done, I wasn’t even living life for myself. Instead, I was living the life I thought I should.

      “There is plain old boring Regina that goes to work and comes home and counts her blessings as the things that she has. I own my own home, I own my own vehicle, and I’ve worked really hard at a job that gives me zero respect, even though I’m really good at it. I’m tired of being plain, I’m tired of being boring, and really fucking tired of being disrespected. The butterfly is me. The butterfly is the new me that I’m going to be; the me that I want to be.” His thoughtful expression didn’t change, but he rubbed his chin with his fingertips as he considered my words. He must not have shaved that day. I had to blink to keep from staring at the dark scruff there and wondering what it would feel like scraping against the delicate skin of my neck.

      “Okay, I hear you. Now, why don’t you tell me why you picked your wrist as placement?” He sounded like a doctor asking questions of the patient, and I found myself telling him the entire truth without hesitation because it seemed to me that he really and truly wanted to know. Not just as an artist but as someone interested on a personal level in the answer that I would give.

      “Because if it is on my wrist I will see it more often. I want it in a place of prominence that I see every day, no matter what I’m doing. At work when I’m at my desk taking, calls and I’m writing notes, and fighting with ignorant clients on the phone, I’ll look down and be reminded of the person that I want to be. The person I’m trying to be.”

      He stood there and thought for a moment, pointer finger and thumb still rubbing slowly along his jawline in a now familiar gesture. I barely had a moment to appreciate how breathtaking he was standing there in front of me, and I realized that even clean boring Regina, at thirty five years old, could still have a middle school crush on a man. Because that’s how it felt. That heart pounding, breathless excitement you feel when you’re standing in front of someone you don’t know well enough to love, but still really, fiercely like. It’s almost a stronger feeling than love, because love is rational, and the intensity of a crush burns like a wildfire. As I stood there watching him contemplate the design he would carve into my body, I felt an attraction so strong it almost scared me. Almost, not quite, because the last time I had been this kind of excited had been several weeks ago when this very man had me pinned to a brick wall with my arms above my head.

      I was giving him complete control. Again.

      Beck motioned for me to come back behind the curtain. I don’t know what I expected, but it was a stark contrast from the cluttered gallery in the front. Sterile. That is the only word I can think of. It wasn’t quite doctor’s office white, the walls were a warm grey, and there were a couple pieces of artwork on the walls, but it was mostly empty except for a few rolling metal carts, a sink, and three pieces of furniture. There was a rolling stool, a black chair with what looked like adjustable arms, and a masseuse table in the far right corner. He patted the chair with the adjustable arms and gestured for me to sit. Beck was in his own world now, barely looking at me as he took his own seat on the rolling stool and positioned himself in front of me. I didn’t have to be embarrassed by how he positioned himself almost directly between my legs, because Beck was simply getting to where he needed to be to do the work he needed to do.

      He pulled the armrest out and positioned my arm flat, wrist up. He laid his fingers on the skin there, tapped lightly in places, and alternately ran his fingertips up and down my arm absentmindedly. As much electricity that zipped down my arm at his touch, I knew he wasn’t trying to seduce me. I could tell by the look in his eyes that this was a man in the zone.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Hmm?” I wasn’t sure I had heard him correctly because he had been silent for so long I wasn’t expecting him to speak.

      “Do you trust me? I ask because I don’t want to do your butterfly. I have an idea for you, same place, but different art. I have a feeling that I understand the meaning of your request, but the execution you want is incorrect. Also, black is no good. You need color. This is too important for just black, and you just told me you don’t want to be plain and boring. The woman I met a couple of weeks ago certainly is anything but. So, as an artist, do you trust me?”

      He didn’t know how I idolized his artwork. He didn’t know about the canvas with the rough edges that I had rescued from demise that was currently hanging above the couch in my living room. He couldn’t know how loaded the question he was leveling at me was, because I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell him any of those things. I swallowed my excitement and managed to speak over my rising nerves. Excitement. Fear. Maybe even a little sexual tension. I felt all of those things, but trust? Did I trust him?

      Absolutely.

      “Yes, I trust you.”
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      Beck’s eyes lit up at my words, fiery passion that ignited right in front of me. “Yes! This is great! Sit back Regina, I’m going to take good care of you.”

      Once again, double entendre, and he wasn’t even aware of it. I blew a deep breath out that I didn’t even know I had been holding. I tried to hide how nervous I was but it didn’t matter, he was in his own world again. I was shocked at how such a big man could get around so gracefully in such a small room, but he was practically dancing from station to station. Opening drawers and pulling out prepackaged instruments. I didn’t know what anything did, or what anything was for.

      “If you have questions, you can ask.” Beck smiled at my apprehension. “But first,” He said, holding up a small plastic razor, “I’m going to need to shave you.”

      “Shave me?” I shrieked, maybe a little louder than necessary, but honest to God, I had not been expecting that. His laugh was instant, and for a moment I was taken back to that bar stool at Nasta’s, and the dimple that he flashed gave me the same zing of excitement it had back then. I felt blessed to have seen it a second time.

      Still chuckling as he rolled his equipment back over to my chair, Beck tried to talk me down from my perceived insult. “Relax, Regina, tattooing over hair is no good. Everyone gets the razor, even if it is just tiny little peach fuzz. It’s got to go.”

      I felt like a five-year-old in the doctor’s office about to get a shot, but I had to ask anyway for my own peace of mind. “Is it going to hurt?”

      “Short answer? Yes.” Beck paused in the careful calculation of his tools to look me directly in the eye. “Pain is different for everyone. Some people feel it is a deep discomfort and, depending on where on your body the art is, the pain can be quite intense. Some people feel a buzzing, or a poking, hardly bothered by it at all. What everyone has in common, though? Is that they feel it. Tattoos are deeply personal. I’m not talking about the hearts and peace signs people get when they’re drunk on spring break. I’m talking about memorials, milestones, the marks of survivors. The pain of the ink often mirrors the emotion attached to it.”

      He paused for a moment, his supplies an array in front of him; a pair of black latex gloves in his hand. “What are you going to do?” I asked tentatively. I had never even seen anyone get a tattoo before. I had no idea how it worked. “Do you need to pull up something on the computer? Isn’t there a stencil involved somehow?”

      God blessed me with that dimple again. I must have said something funny without even realizing it, but I couldn’t even feel embarrassed about it or be concerned with what it was. “That’s not how I work, Regina. Now, I’m going to need you to close your eyes.”

      After a moment’s hesitation I closed my eyes and the world became dark, but everything else became crystal clear. The latex smell of his gloves, the squeak of his stool wheels as Beck rolled around a bit in front of me, trying to get in the perfect position. If I could hear and smell this well with my vision reduced, what would I feel when he started tattooing?

      “I don’t want you to look, I want you to think. Think about why you’re getting this ink, this permanent marking on your body. Are you hurting? Will this help you? The ink is permanent, so is the pain. What are you thinking about? Because it’s what you’re going to think about every time you look at this tattoo.”

      I would probably think about his side touching mine and his breath on the tender skin of my wrist every time I looked at it. Beck may have been every inch the professional, but I was having a difficult time remembering that with his body so close to mine.

      “You are dangerous,” I whispered.

      Still as a photograph, I couldn’t see, but I could feel everything, and not even the air around him stirred.

      “Not when you are in this chair, I’m not.” With a snap of latex as he adjusted his gloves, I heard the tearing of the packaging as he opened the needle.

      I assumed it would feel like cutting, but the first time the needle pierced my flesh it was a bright, vibrating heat. I had been prepared for much worse, and I felt some of the tension leaving my body as I relaxed into the chair. It was short-lived, though, as the needle continued to pierce the same skin, vibrating under the dermis, scraping away on the sensitive area. My right hand gripped the armrest and my toes curled in my shoes as I pressed them to the floor.

      “What are you thinking about?” Beck’s voice was just loud enough to be heard above the thrumming machinery.

      “It’s different than what I expected.” I said with a gasp. Even as he spoke to me, the repetitive digging never stopped. Vibrating, poking, scraping up the delicate flesh over and over.

      “Talk to me about how you feel, not the hurt of the needle, but the reason you’re here. What pushed you?”

      “I told you already,” I was getting irritated. He was so calm, pausing in his work every so often to wipe the skin of my wrist and then go right back.

      “Oh, you told me about Richard. Yes, I even remember his name. You told me about what he did, but not about how it made you feel. Pain for pain. Tell me and I’ll paint it. I’ll carve it out and give you what you need, but you have to tell me how. Do. You. Feel? Are you sad? Heartbroken?”

      Heartbroken? Sad? I had thought so at first. After all, anyone in my position would definitely be entitled to those feelings. But were those my feelings? I didn’t really miss Richard, actually at all. Our relationship must have been oatmeal bland for me to lament the loss of him as little as I did. I probably missed Cindy more. I missed our daily emails, I missed the girl talk and the feeling of having a connection with another woman in our male-dominated industry. I didn’t miss her enough for forgiveness, though.

      “You know what, Beck? What does it say about me when I tell you I’m not sad? It’s only been about four months, and I barely think about either of them unless something sets me off. Like that stupid bed, or how I get my ass chewed at work over dropping that bitch as a client. Sad? I’m not sad, I’m furious. I am filled with rage at the thought of the lies and deceit. That I trusted both of them and they thought so little of me that they lied. That they lied and were okay with that. That I wasn’t adult enough or important enough for the truth. I’m enraged.”

      “Outline’s done,” Beck murmured to himself. The vibrating stopped for a few moments and I heard the sound of more packages being torn open.

      “Keep your eyes closed, Regina.” Something had definitely changed. His voice was silky, a purr against my ears—more sensitive to sound now that the machine was off and my eyes were closed. An involuntary shiver ran down my spine as I sat in the chair, waiting for him to begin his work again. The outline was done? Next, I knew, came the color.

      The machine started working again, but I barely felt the needle pricking my skin anymore. Beck had my full attention when he asked, “What’s the story with the bed?”

      I was still sleeping on the couch. I wasn’t proud of it, but all of a sudden I wanted to talk about it. Like getting it out would maybe make me feel better about the entire situation. The whole affair was so stupid, really.

      “That mattress cost me two thousand dollars, Beck.” I judged by his lack of response that he was waiting for me to continue. Just the whir of the needle and the occasional wiping motion, but no words.

      “It’s only eight months old. Seriously. I don’t want to sleep on it if they had sex with each other there, and it’s not like I can just call one of them up and ask, hey, did you boink on my bed? I just need to know if I need to light it on fire or not. K, thanks, bye.” The words were coming in a rush now, I couldn’t stop them. They rolled out of my mouth on wheels, and once airborne, I couldn’t retrieve them.

      “I can’t take it back unless it’s broken and it’s a really great mattress. It isn’t going to break, but fuck me if I’m going to sleep on a mattress those two had sex on, no matter how much it cost me. I never even got to have sex on it.”

      And there it was. The painful truth. I just publicly declared what had been eating at me the most. Not that Richard had cheated, but the reality that he hadn’t been intimate with me for quite some time. Just two people occupying the same space, going about their lives. I was angry at Richard and Cindy to be sure, but I was also insanely pissed at myself. That I had been so complacent that I could live in such delusion as to be content in what was obviously a loveless relationship. That it was probably also my fault that I was feeling as terrible as I did. That I was so naïve about the status of life that I didn’t even try for anything better until the choice was taken away from me.

      “I’m pissed, Beck. I’m pissed that I was so stupid I didn’t even try to be happy. I didn’t even know any better. I want to be smarter, I want to be stronger.”

      “Hmm,” was his only reply. The admission Beck had wrestled out of me left me spent, breathless and boneless in the chair. He ripped the most secret part of my pain from me while he worked, and now that I no longer held it inside of me, I was drained. Exhausted from the effort.

      I barely noticed when the machine stopped running, I had become so used to the methodical poking and scraping that I was surprised when Beck’s hand brushed the top of my head and he said, “Open your eyes now, Regina. You can look.”

      I was already emotionally compromised when I opened my eyes and saw his work. That was the only excuse I had for why the tears started leaking from the corners of my eyes and down my cheeks. It was beautiful, and nothing like what I had requested. Larger than I thought it would be, about three inches around, was a chrysalis, the outer shell of a caterpillar before it transforms. I had asked for a butterfly, and he had given me a chrysalis. As a testament to his insane skill, the chrysalis was transparent and yet full of the swirling jewel tones of wings not yet fully formed. It looked like a watercolor painting, and it was breathtaking.

      “It seems to me, Regina,” he said while he busied himself by rubbing a thick salve over my entire wrist, “you are just starting your journey. A butterfly has already gone through all of its changes, but you are just beginning. You barely know what changes you want to make yet. You are just starting to become the woman that you want to be, and I think you need this reminder—a reminder of your journey to be something that you look at every day. Am I wrong?”

      He wasn’t wrong. He was so spot on that I was having trouble coming up with the right damn words to tell him so, and I just sat there like a fool staring at the beautiful piece of art that he had carved into my skin.

      “It’s perfect.” My words so low they were barely there, but he heard them. I know he did. The dimple made another appearance, and I thank the good Lord that I got to be a witness once again. Unbeknownst to me I had been in that chair for two and a half hours. He covered my new, shiny, balm covered tattoo with a dark wrap and used medical tape to hold it down. A five-minute explanation of the proper cleaning and care of my new tattoo while he disposed of the used equipment, and the work was done. There was really nothing else to say.

      “Stand up now, Regina.”

      His tone brooked no argument, and I was startled by the intensity of the command, because that’s what it was, a command. Confused, I stood slowly from my seat, and no sooner had I straightened then Beck grabbed me by my good arm and pulled me into a rough embrace. His lips were on mine in a heartbeat, his tongue running over my teeth and the inside of my mouth, kissing me hungrily as if I wasn’t just a client in the chair a moment ago. I might have been confused by the change of pace, but I wasn’t going to refuse such a scorching invitation, and I returned his kiss and then some, running my hands through the black waves that I had longed to touch since I saw him leaning in the doorway hours before.

      God, every part of him that I could feel under my hands was hard, he was a tightly wound spring, coiled and waiting. There was so much body to run my hands over I finally settled on hanging my arms around his neck while he held me up on my tiptoes, hands squeezing my ass to keep me in place. How I had gone from client to kissing in seconds, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to question my blessings, just accept them graciously—and with tongue.

      “What—what just happened?” I was breathless and panting by the time we separated. Beck really was an enigma, and I couldn’t figure him out.

      The disarming dimple appeared again “You aren’t in the chair anymore. I don’t have to be a professional. God, I’ve wanted to do that for weeks.” He let my feet fully touch the ground again, but pulled me close in a hug, letting his chin rest on the top of my head. “You left me standing in the alley holding your panties.” I looked up at him, the argument/explanation on the tip of my tongue.

      “Now, wait a minute—”

      “I felt cheap.” More dimple. “Used, even.”

      Face a raging inferno, I was embarrassed to the tips of my hairline. Looking up, I had to crane my neck to see Beck staring down at me, silently laughing. I couldn’t think clearly when he smiled. Goddamit.

      “I’ve never done anything like that in my life,” I sputtered, searching for words to explain myself so that he didn’t think I had sexcapades in alleys regularly. I pulled away from his embrace, needing a little bit of space to come up with a reason I had left him hanging without a goodbye. Acute embarrassment didn’t seem like a good enough excuse, even if it was the truth.

      “It’s not my fault you are so big and sexy. I couldn’t help myself, and put that dimple away, it makes me feel stupid.” There it was, his laugh. That rolling thunder that reverberated throughout the small back room.

      He grabbed my arm and spun me in a circle, pulling me against him so that my back was to his chest, and we were both facing the same wall. I could see his reflection in the large mirror mounted there, and he met my eyes in our reflection.

      “You should make an honest man out of me.” Dizzily, he spun me until I was once again facing him. His lips crashed down hard on mine again, then lazily sucked on my bottom lip, letting it go with a resounding pop. “Let me take you on a date. A real one. If you’re lucky, I will let you keep my underwear this time.”

      “Wait, you kept my underwear?” I was going to die of embarrassment. He hadn’t told Cody that had he? Holy shit, I had never left my panties in another man’s possession before in my life, not even with Richard. We did our own laundry, the whole concept was foreign to me, but somehow, the thought of Beck in possession of the panties I wore that night sent a delicious thrill through me. How very naughty. New Regina was immensely turned on.

      “To be continued,” Beck said, looking at the large clock on the wall. It was a novelty clock, shaped like something from a Dali painting and absurdly appropriate for the gallery surroundings. “I really do have a previous engagement, and just like Cody feared I would, I worked up until the last minute.” Beck gave me one last squeeze and let me go with a sorrowful look in his eyes as they drifted to my wrist. “Do you love it?”

      “It’s perfect.” In more ways than one, but I wasn’t ready to tell him about Beauty Sleeping yet, that could be a conversation for another day. He had somewhere he needed to be, and my head was spinning with the events of the day.

      “You mean it?”

      “You know it is. Now you’re just fishing.” We were walking out the back door while we talked. Beck took a moment to lock up before we continued to the parking lot. He had been holding my hand and didn’t let go until he walked me to the door of my little green Honda. Holding the door like I was royalty, he dipped his head in one last time after I was seated and stole another kiss. It was an awkward movement, and he cracked his skull on the open window on his way out. I graciously ignored it, even though it looked like it hurt. “I’ll call you.” I believed him. It wasn’t until I was halfway home that I realized I had no idea what my tattoo would have cost. I never paid him.
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      A nice grease mark decorated the leg of my charcoal slacks and the hair on the back of my neck was damp with sweat, but I got the changes made to Gecko's order before the pallets were picked up by the trucking company. Gecko was a guy who paid for convenience, and as long as we made sure his orders were packed up correctly, he kept his business with Slow Grind, specifically, with me. Normally when an order went out the door via freight carrier, people wanted it to go as condensed on the pallet as they could to avoid extra freight charges. Not Gecko though, he had a massive warehouse and sold a ton of novelty items, and he was specific about what went on each pallet based on which end of his warehouse it would end up. It might have cost a little bit more to ship, but he saved time and labor when it came to tearing down the pallet and stocking his goods. It was a sharp business decision and I respected it. I was also the only person who would take the time to note that. For every order he placed. Too bad TJ took the order and forgot to check in the book.

      I managed to catch the shipment before it was scheduled for pickup, but only just. Leon, the warehouse manager, was grumpy as hell when I told him the pallets needed to be reorganized, but straightened up when he realized I was planning on doing it.

      “Regina, you know you and TJ are the only ones in sales that would come out here and do this, right?” An older gentleman in denim coveralls with a graying beard and mustache, Leon had enough on his plate. He didn’t need me barking orders over the phone at the last minute, especially when it came to scheduling freight pickups.

      “Leon, if the notes aren’t in the order, you can’t be expected to know what needs to be done. We forgot to put in the instructions, so I’m out here fixing the error. TJ is on lunch and I can’t expect you to tear a pallet down by yourself and switch things out.”

      “You’re weird, but you’re an alright broad,” Leon said as he signaled to the forklift driver to place the newly separated and wrapped pallets back on the shipping dock. I didn’t take offense to that kind of talk. Not anymore, especially when I had to deal with the shit Jeremiah said all day. The same Jeremiah who was currently bent over my desk in my office, quietly rifling through my tote bag when I returned from the warehouse, sweaty and out of breath.

      “What do you think you are doing?” I knew what he thought he was doing, but I wanted to hear him say it. He jumped back in surprise, the picture of a small child who got caught digging for early Christmas presents. He almost looked contrite, but couldn’t quite pull it off.

      “Come on, Regina, let me see the book.” What, no Reg-eye-na, today? Oh, he really needed something from me now.

      “That book is so important that you will sneak into my office and go through my personal items to get it? That’s gross, even for you Jeremiah.”

      “Don’t be a bitch, Regina. Cindy put in a huge order, and I know you do special shit for her. I know you do. She bitched about the last order being wrong and I lost a bunch of commission on the reship so just stop being such a rag baby and give me the notes.”

      Ugh, even his insults were juvenile. Rag baby? What the hell person in real life actually spoke like that? To another person? He made my skin crawl.

      “Get the hell out of my office, and if you want to complain, I can go with you and we can stop by Jack’s office. You can tell him how you just called me a bitch right after you were caught going through my personal items. Shall we go right now?” I wasn’t entirely certain Jack would give any shits at all about Jeremiah calling me a bitch, but theft, he took pretty seriously. And since my book of business was pretty famous in our office, Jack knew of, and approved of my methods. He was a big fan of people blazing their own trail. That book belonged to me, everyone else could figure their shit out on their own. Slow Grind was a sink or swim kind of place, and even though I didn’t use any of our products, I was still the strongest swimmer.

      Suck it, Jeremiah.

      "What's going on? I was gone for forty-five minutes. The entire day could not have gone downhill in that amount of time." TJ was in the process of taking off his light jacket, the faint smell of menthol cigarettes wafted from him as he rushed back into the office and slung the jacket across the back of his office chair.

      "Oh, everything is fine. Jeremiah was just leaving. Goodbye, Jeremiah."

      "Goodbye, Jeremiah," echoed TJ, completely nonplussed.

      "Oh, piss off, TJ." Jeremiah was such a sore loser, what he thought he was going to accomplish with that attitude, I would never know. If he wasn't such a dill hole of a human, I would have gladly given him the notes I had amassed from Cindy, but he sucked on the most basic level, so he would have to pry those notes from my cold, dead hands. It's not like I had a book of spells. They were basically personalized customer service notes. The fact that the other sales guys didn't understand the concept was really sad for them.

      I waited until Jeremiah was down the hall, his grumbles fading as he stomped back to the bullpen before I turned to TJ. "TJ, you have a key to the drawer, man, I just managed to catch Gecko's order before it went off the dock today."

      "Oh shit, split pallets, right?"

      "Yeah. I mean, I got it before the disaster, but if you aren't sure about something, just write the order down, and I can do the entry when I get to it. I would rather have an order ship out a day later than have Gecko screaming in my ear for an hour —because he will—and he has. You always have to remember to check the book, TJ, for everybody. It takes a long time to remember everything. I still have to look at it sometimes."

      I shuddered at the memory. That book of notes was basically a catalog of every mistake I had ever made, and the means to not make them again. TJ was young, and he had less level of responsibility in regards to the orders, because the accounts were mine, and I was the one who made the commission on the sales. He received an hourly wage and he was definitely a help, but again, did not have as much riding on the mistakes as I did. He wanted to move into sales though, and get his own accounts. If he was going to do that, he was going to need to learn what he needed to do to cater to customers. The best way to learn was to deal with the fallout, but in this instance I would be the one dealing with it—that was why I was pallet climbing instead of going out for lunch like TJ. Oh well, Gecko was a high dollar account, I could get a bit dirty for that commission check. Lord knows I took enough abuse in the office, the warehouse was a nice change of scenery.

      I cut TJ off mid-apology, one, because I wasn't really that upset with him. The entire job was a learning process. If he hadn't been on his lunch break, he would have been out in the warehouse with me, fixing the mistake. And two, because my phone beeped a text message, and considering every account had my work number and my cell number and used them both indiscriminately, it was most likely money every time my phone made a noise. I swiped to turn the screen on and was surprised at the message from a number I didn't recognize.

      Do you like sushi?

      What a bizarre question to get from a wrong number. I had all my clients set up as contacts, so I was fairly sure this was a wrong number. And it couldn't be Richard because even though his random texts had slowed down and all but disappeared, I had changed his contact name to "Needle Dick." No, this was a stranger.

      I'm sorry, you have the wrong number, I texted back. It was unfortunate though, I liked sushi.

      Ok, do you like sushi, though? The answer amused me, even if it was a wrong number. This person had a personality for sure.

      Who is this? I wanted to know for the simple fact that I would wish them well on their journey to find their sushi date.

      Well, you, Cinderella, can call me Prince Charming.

      I almost dropped the phone—it was Beck, I was almost certain. I looked up at TJ, who was engrossed in a sales call exactly like he should be. He certainly wasn't paying attention to my embarrassment. My face turned red at the thought of Beck, and the thought of why he nicknamed me Cinderella in the first place.

      Beck?

      Do you like sushi? The reply was instant. A thrill shot through me at the thought of Beck texting me, but then I remembered, I hadn't paid him for the tattoo, and I certainly hadn't given him my number. I had been way too overwhelmed with the way he kissed me breathless to remember such niceties.

      How did you get my number?

      You filled out the medical and release of responsibility forms with Cody. You are in my office files—and my heart. The word "heart" was replaced with a heart emoji.

      That sounds like a breach of confidentiality to me.

      You can complain to management if you want. I'd be careful though, I heard he steals panties.

      His last text brought a laugh bubbling from my throat, and TJ, who was on the phone with a client mouthed "you ok?" and went back to his call after I nodded my head yes.

      Yes, I love sushi.

      Sushi tonight? I'll pick you up?

      If he had swiped my phone number from the files then he for sure had access to my address. I don't know why I would even be surprised. I could see Beck again. There were so many things I wanted to know about him, I didn't even know where I would start. As I looked down at my phone again I got a glimpse of my tattoo peeking out from under my sleeve. It was still in the healing stages, scabby and glistening with the salve I had spread dutifully over it, like I had been instructed.

      Seven thirty? That would give me time for a shower and some primping. Holy shit, what would I wear?

      Deal. I'll wear sexy man panties. You know, in case you want to pay me back for the last time.

      Oh my God, he had better be kidding. Hopefully he was, but I don't know, I didn't know him that well—anything was possible. I did the mental math, I had about four hours left until quitting time, and then I had to haul ass home to get ready for a date that could, considering how the last meeting ended up, quite possibly end in sex. I really owed it to myself to get a good primping. Also, Beck was picking me up at my house. Would he want to come in after? Did I have wine? Was my house clean enough for company? Shoot, I probably still had my blankets and pillows piled up on the end of the couch from the night before. Since the couch was now my bed, I didn’t put everything away every day anymore. Nope, that was not enough time. I was going to do something I never did.

      “TJ,” I said as I slung my tote bag over my shoulder and then patted the locked top drawer of my desk. “Do you have your key?”

      “Yeah, Boss Lady,” he said as he jingled his key ring that had his car keys, apartment keys, and also the only existing copy of the smaller key that unlocked my desk drawer. “You have somewhere to be?”

      “I’m leaving the rest of today to you. Don’t forget to check the book. Every order, remember? I’m taking a half day.” A half day, I hardly ever took a sick day, much less an impromptu half day for no reason.

      TJ’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Regina do you have a hot date tonight?” A small smile flirted around the corners of his mouth but turned into a full grin when I didn’t say no right away. I couldn’t help it, the smile was contagious.

      “Maybe,” was all I said as I left the office.
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      Shower, shave, house clean, hair and makeup perfect. It was 7 o’clock exactly and I had a half hour to finish getting dressed before Beck came to pick me up. I checked myself out in the full-length mirror of my bedroom one last time before putting on the short black bodycon dress I had picked out for the evening. My bra was strapless, smooth black satin cups and matching panties with just a slight hint of lace at the waistband. They matched, sure, but they were simple undergarments. I didn’t want to seem like I was trying too hard. Besides, I didn’t want to wear any of my expensive ones if he was just going to destroy them like he did the last time.

      Pulling the slinky dress over my head, I let it slide down over my hips, smoothing it with my hands as it went. I had never worn this dress before, and I had bought it on a whim. Old Regina knew she would never wear it, so it went immediately into the back of the closet. Old Regina didn’t have hot dates to plan for, though, new Regina had no trouble pulling the scandalous black garment from its back of the closet coffin. New Regina looked like a stone cold fox.

      A little extra leg never hurt anyone, I thought to myself. Now where the hell are my shoes?

      I had those damn stilettos out earlier when I was digging through the closet, I knew, because I had taken them to the first floor and put them by the door right after taking the price tag off of them—another impulse purchase—but there was only one there now. Maybe I had kicked it around when I had been cleaning earlier. Fifteen minutes of frantic searching later and I still had no damn shoe. My only other black heels were round toed, sensible Mary Janes. That would not work with my smoking hot mini dress. What the hell. The sound of the doorbell screeching through the first floor had me almost keeling over. Don’t tell me he was here already?

      Why the hell did Beck have to be early of all things? Panting from the search for the still lost shoe, I swung the door open and immediately forgot everything I had been doing before that moment. The hell with going out, dinner was standing right on my porch, looking down at me with dangerous eyes that said he also thought I might be good enough to eat.

      Black on black, dark slacks and a black short sleeved button down that clung to his body like it had been painted on. Not so tight that it looked small, but the sleeves sloped against the swell of his biceps and capped out snug against his upper arm. His dark hair was combed back and I had to look up to see his face, his deep brown eyes meeting mine before I had to avert my gaze. I stared at a bit of tattoo that crept out from under his open collar, transfixed while my brain fritzed out at how damn good he looked standing there, and I realized that he had been speaking.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I said, can I come in, Regina?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered truthfully. Beck was making me stupid. How slack brained would I get if he walked into my house?

      Embarrassed, I turned to the side to invite him into my small entryway. I couldn’t go anywhere without my damn shoe, so he had to come inside.

      “You smell good, Regina.” The words were gentle enough, but the look in his eyes was hot enough to light a barbecue.

      “You look like sex walking,” I said before I could stop myself. What was it about Beck that caused my thoughts to run away from me like that?” To top it off, that dimple flashed again and, holy shit, I could forget my own damn name looking at that smile. He knew it too. He just stood there in the entryway, not giving me any room to move or to breathe. Dear God, we hadn’t even left yet, and I was ready to melt into the floor. A date? I couldn’t even get through a casual greeting with Beck without thinking of sex.

      “I’m almost ready, but I can’t find my other shoe. Which is stupid really, because I had them both like a half hour ago.” I held up the one shoe in my possession and he raised one eyebrow at the spiky black patent heel.

      “That’s a hot shoe, Princess.” His nostrils flared a little, but that was the only sign that he had any opinion at all about the style of shoe I had picked.

      “Just trying to make up for the height difference, Beck.”

      “You sure you aren’t trying to turn me on?” Hell yes, I was trying to turn him on, and hopefully it was working because he was turning me on just by standing there, just by taking up all of the space in front of me I was already hard-wired to go. Dinner? What was that? I didn’t need to eat, I just needed Beck and his huge hands on me again. The rougher the better, please. I couldn’t say any of that to him though, so I swallowed down all of my rising passion instead.

      “I hate to ask, but can you help me look? It might have gotten kicked under something when I was cleaning earlier. I’m going to check the bathroom and the kitchen. I have no idea why my shoe would be in there, but of course, if I don’t look that is where it will be, right?”

      “I’ll check in here then,” he said, disappearing around the corner and into the front room. I should have remembered then. I should have remembered the thing that I wanted to talk to him about, but how could I have ever known the shit storm that was about to go down. The answer was that I couldn’t have, so I was wholly unprepared for what was going to happen when I came back empty-handed from the other room.

      I found him standing still as a statue in the center of the living room, staring at the painting of Beauty Sleeping that I had placed above the couch. Ramrod straight, so tense I was afraid to approach him, hands balled into fists at his sides. He was angry. I could tell that and I was only looking at the back of him. I could tell by the set of his shoulders, the wide stance of his legs, and the whiteness of his knuckles as he clenched his hands so tightly.

      Why would he be angry looking at a painting that he made himself? He was the artist, wasn’t he? He must have heard me enter the room, even as quiet as I was in my bare feet.

      “Where did you get it?”

      Oh, yes, he was angry. Each word was bitten off and spit out of his mouth individually. I didn’t understand, what had I done that was so wrong?

      “What is wrong with you? Why are you angry that I have this painting? I’ve had it for years. I got it right after I bought this house. You painted it, didn’t you? It wasn’t signed so I never knew the artist, but the paintings in Gallery B are so similar in style. I was going to ask you about it but—” He moved so fast I wasn’t prepared.

      “Get rid of it. Get it out of here.” The words were practically a growl, and he put one foot on the couch to lever himself up and take the painting down from the wall. How dare he? How fucking dare he think that he could walk in here and rip something I loved so much down from my wall like it was trash?

      “What are you doing?” Without even thinking I leaped onto his back and wrapped my arms around his neck, shrieking like a harpy. It was like jumping onto a concrete wall, I could barely hold on, but I must have surprised him enough that he lost his balance as he was grabbing the painting and he, and I, and Beauty Sleeping came tumbling to the ground.

      He landed on top of me, and I swear to God that must have been what being pinned underneath a vehicle felt like. I couldn’t breathe, all of the air was knocked from my lungs and stars exploded in front of my eyes. I couldn’t stop the scream, and I don’t think I would have tried if I could. Angry and frustrated and in actual physical pain—what in the hell was going on? This wasn’t a fun date at all.

      As soon as he heard me scream, Beck rolled off of me immediately. The angry light was gone from his eyes as he ran his hands up and down my arms and legs, checking for injuries, I assumed. “Are you ok? Regina, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Why would you jump on me like that?”

      “Why would I jump on you like that? How can you even ask me that, you lunatic? You ripped my favorite painting off the wall and—YOU BROKE HER!” And he did, the bottom left corner of the canvas was smashed in, probably from ramming into the ground after we fell. It may have been my fault too, but I wasn’t willing to take any blame at the moment. I felt betrayed. Angry tears clogged my throat as I clutched my prize to my chest; cradling the painting like the precious treasure it was. How dare he?

      “Regina, calm down and let me explain.”

      “You shut up. I’m so mad at you right now. Is this how you treat every customer who buys a painting? You go into their house and steal them off the walls?” It sounded ridiculous even to me, but it didn’t matter. My date was ruined, my vision of this perfect man was ruined, and I was pretty sure my hair and makeup were a complete mess, along with Beauty Sleeping. “What is your problem?”

      I scooted across the carpet on my butt over to the opposite wall. There was a recliner there, but I had no energy left after that mad scramble, so I just sat there on the floor resting my back against the chair, looking at Beck with what I knew was accusation.

      “Fair enough.” Beck stayed on the floor as well and ran his hands through his hair in defeat. Stretching his legs out in front of him, he rested his head back against the seat cushions of the couch we had just fallen from. Closing his eyes briefly, I got a good look at the thickness of his neck, his Adam’s apple moving slightly as he swallowed, getting ready to start his explanation. It had better be good because I was not in the mood.

      “Just so you know, I do not want to have sushi tonight anymore,” I said.

      “Yeah. Okay. Can you give me a minute to explain myself or are you going to go Xena on me and throw me out of the house?” He wasn’t making fun of me either, he was really asking. Begrudgingly, I nodded for him to continue, but I didn’t loosen my grip on the painting, not fully confident that he would try to snatch it away again.

      “First of all, that painting is garbage.”

      “False, she is beautiful and she is mine.” I shot back hotly. I would defend this painting till the death, not sure anymore why I was so attached besides the fact that he was so against it. I felt like Beauty needed someone in her corner, and that someone would be me.

      “No, I mean that painting was thrown away. Or was supposed to be thrown away.” Beck sighed and looked at the ceiling for a moment before he continued. “I painted Beauty Sleeping almost twenty years ago. I wasn’t even a professional painter then. I had just started my tattoo apprenticeship, I was just a punk kid with emotional problems, and I didn’t know how to deal. That painting was one of my ways to deal.”

      “Was she a lover?”

      His head snapped down and he looked at me then, really looked me right in the eye like he was debating even telling me the rest. I resolved not to interrupt anymore.

      “Ew. No, she was not a lover, but I did love her very much. Beauty Sleeping is Bailey, my sister. Bailey my sister before she became Bailey the Beast. Let me ask you something since you are so attached to the painting. What do you see when you look at it? You say you’ve had it for years—barring me asking you where the hell you got it, considering it was supposed to be trash, what do you see when you really look at it?”

      I had spent a lot of time really looking at the painting, especially those many lonely nights I had spent wailing into a wine bottle and passing out. I knew my answer almost before he had even asked the question.

      “I see a beautiful girl at peace in sleep. And don’t shake your head at me, Beck Gallagher, I’m not done talking so don’t give me your attitude. I see the wheelchair in the background on the other side of the bed. I see the multitudes of pill bottles on the nightstand, one of them is even knocked over on its side in the background. I see the closet door partially open and clothes on the floor and spilling out of dresser drawers. I see piles of books on the carpet, and I see the dark shadowy area under the bed—is that where the monsters stayed? At least that was where they stayed when she was sleeping. Because even though the entire space around her was chaos, her face is calm and smiling as she dreams. You know what I see in that painting, Beck? I see that no matter how full of shit the rest of my life is, how crazy my surroundings are, I still have that small space of time where I can sleep, and life can be as I need it to be. So don’t fucking act like you are so high and mighty, art is relative, and that is what I see. So, you tell me something now. Why do you hate it so much? You painted it. What do you see?” I was so close to crying again, and irritated that this man could make me admit, out loud again, that my life was basically shit and I was barely hanging on to my sanity. Jesus, could he dig at my sore spots a little harder?

      My chest still hurt from being squashed under Beck, and my arms and legs were becoming sore as well. Beck had brought his knees up in front of him as I’d been talking and laid his forearms down across them. He laid his head down briefly on his forearms before he answered me.

      “I see some of those same things as you do, and more. But you have to remember, I was just a twenty-year-old kid, watching my sister fall apart in front of me. She’s younger, you know? Big brothers are supposed to protect their baby sisters, but I couldn’t save her from the accident that paralyzed her. And then I couldn’t save her from the opiate addiction she ended up with either. Do you know much about addiction, Regina?”

      I had to admit, I didn’t, but I was afraid to speak and interrupt his story, so I only shook my head a little bit.

      “It doesn’t just destroy people, it destroys families and friendships. It destroys lives. I painted her like that.” He gestured to the painting I had finally let go of and set on the carpet next to me, leaning against the wall like a slightly crumpled prize. “In the beginning she was in so much pain. She couldn’t get around and she couldn’t’ do anything without help. She was so angry and depressed and hated everything. She lashed out at Mom and Dad, me, all of her friends. She was only relaxed and looking like herself when she was sleeping. I only saw my real sister again when she was unconscious.” His breath caught on those last words, and I finally got a glimpse of just how painful the memories were for him. “I basically watched my baby sister dissolve in front of me and become someone I didn’t even recognize anymore. Definitely something I didn’t even know how to handle, I was just a kid, too. That painting, that painting was me trying to get rid of my hurt the only way I knew how. Like, maybe if I painted her the way she was before, then she could come back to it someday.” The raw pain in his voice tugged me to my feet, and I was across the room and kneeling beside him before I could question the reason why I was doing it. Wrapping my arms around the man curled up into himself in front of my couch, I squeezed as hard as I could. This time it was my chin that rested on his bent head as I asked, “Did she get better?”

      “Addicts don’t get better, Regina. They either find a way to live with their addiction constantly eating at them, or they die.” That was all he was going to say on the subject as he unfolded himself and straightened his knees enough to pull me down into his lap. We sat there for a little while, not moving, my back to his chest and my legs splayed over his. I didn’t know what to say. It seemed like there was still so much more to the story, and Bailey, but I had a feeling that Beck wasn’t in the frame of mind to spill any darker, personal details. So we sat silently, almost cuddling while letting our personal demons run loose around the room. It was me that broke the silence.

      “This is the worst date I have ever been on.” There was a little humor in my voice, but I meant what I said. I was emotionally drained and I hadn’t even left my house yet. Laughter rumbled in Beck’s large chest, it vibrated against my back, tickling a little.

      “I think we just had our first fight.”

      “That wasn’t a fight, Beck, that was two people being crazy at each other.” I don’t know what a fight with Beck would be like, but I do know that we had both just let loose some weirdness in front of each other, and there really wasn’t any backtracking from that.

      “And just to answer your question from before, I didn’t buy the painting, actually. I found it at a yard sale on the south side of town, and I loved it so much the lady who was selling it gave it to me. She said she would rather it went to someone who could take one look at it and love it, than rot somewhere where no one would ever see it. I didn’t think about what that meant at the time. But I meant what I said, I love that painting. I’m keeping her—she’s mine.”

      “Okay. I understand. That also makes sense because when Mom asked me what I wanted her to do with it when she was cleaning things out of the house, I told her to throw it away. I thought she would actually throw it away. I should have known better than to think she would listen to me. On the plus side, you’ve already met my mom. Things are moving pretty quickly in this relationship aren’t they?”

      It was a terrible joke but I laughed anyway. Turning in his lap so I faced him and placed my open hand on his chest, feeling the solid rhythm of his heart thumping underneath my palm. “I guess we all have something messy and difficult inside ourselves, don’t we?”

      I’m not sure at what point the mood in the room changed. It could have been when I noticed the rhythm of his heartbeat changing under my hand, the hard swell of his cock pushing up under me, or the fact that I realized I was now straddling his lap with my bodycon dress hiked up over my hips and nothing between us but the thin material of his slacks and my ridiculously inefficient panties. His hands had already moved to the sides of my hips and he groaned as I shifted my weight a bit, accidentally settling against him in the most delicious and inappropriate position. Beck’s eyes flashed a dark promise. I had gone from turned on, to angry, to turned on again in the space of so many minutes. Things were happening that I didn’t understand and I couldn’t keep up. All I knew was that the man underneath me was so close to scratching my itch. The itch I didn’t even know I had until it was almost too much to handle.

      “Beck, you look dangerous again.”

      “Oh, good, then you know what happens next,” he said into my mouth right before he covered it completely. Yes. This. This was what I needed, what I had been craving. His hot mouth on mine, his hands—everywhere. I ground myself into his lap, feeling triumphant when he moaned into my mouth.

      “Careful, Cinderella, I don’t know that I am capable of being gentle with you tonight.” My only response was to wrap my hands in his hair and tug. Screw gentle, who needed that? What we both needed now was a hard, dirty fuck. Please and thank you.

      I wanted under those buttons, under that zipper to that hard warm skin underneath. I wanted to bite and claw and tear and have Beck do the same to me. To rip our outer selves apart and do nothing but feel something good for a change. I would think about the ramifications later, right now I just wanted him to make me forget who I was, even if just for a little while. The zipper on his pants did not want to come down while he was in a sitting position, and I grunted at those tiny metal teeth when they got stuck and wouldn’t move. Beck gently moved my hands away while lifting me up to my feet so we were both standing. I didn’t want standing. I wanted hands and knees, hair grabbing, and ass slapping. Beck had something else in mind, apparently.

      “I’m a gentleman, Regina, I don’t want to fuck you on the floor.”

      What? Okay. The kitchen then?

      “Regina, the bedroom, where is it? Upstairs?” He was making me grumpy with his questions. There was some reason I didn’t want to go into my bedroom, but I couldn’t quite remember why. It didn’t matter, whatever would get him closer to being inside of me I was all for. Grabbing his hand I pulled him behind me, up the stairs and into the bedroom with the large four post king size bed in the middle of the room.

      “Oh, that is a nice bed,” murmured Beck.

      “Yeah, whatever.” I couldn’t agree, but it wasn’t important at the moment. What was important was unwrapping the nice Beck present that was in front of me. Passion was riding me hard, and I needed more of his skin touching mine. Would I be happy then? I didn’t know, but I was willing to try whatever I could to get to that point.

      “Regina.” His voice was sharp and cut through my imaginings. “I have the feeling you aren’t paying attention to me like you should.”

      There it was. That commanding tone I remembered. My knees wobbled a bit, but I still stared defiantly at the man in front of me who still wore all of his clothes.

      “What is my name, Regina?”

      It was difficult to swallow as my throat was suddenly dry as the desert, but I still managed to whisper, “Please, Beck. Stop teasing me.”

      “Just making sure you know who I am, and what I am going to be doing to you. It’s me Regina—Beck. So make sure you are using my name when you are begging me to do things to you shortly."

      “Fuck me, Beck, I’m begging you now. Jesus, this is torture.” I reached for him again but he just laughed, slowly unbuttoning his shirt and pulling both arms out of it before letting it drop to the floor. He stood there in front of me, broad expanse of ink and skin, still wearing the belted slacks riding low on his hips. Beck was a sinful shadow against the pale backdrop of my cream colored walls and beige carpeting. His hands ghosted to the buckle of his belt.

      “Regina, do you want me to finish getting undressed?” I didn’t remember him being so fucking chatty.

      “Beck, I am going to eat the rest of those clothes right off of you if you don’t hurry up. Either touch me or let me finish myself because I am out of my mind right now.” There was that dimple again, and it damn near took the breath right out of my body. He was having fun with me, I knew it. Well, he could have his fun to an extent, but I needed to be taken care of, too. I’d play, as long as he kept the game moving.

      “Get on the bed Regina, and spread your legs as wide as you can. I want to see you, wet and waiting.” The belt was already off, and the pants slid to the floor as he was talking. No boxers, no briefs, just skin. More inked artwork marked his thighs winding around to the back of his legs. I wanted to trace all of that ink with my tongue. Beck was a big man, in all the ways that counted. I wasn’t going to be able to fit all of that in my mouth, but I would certainly enjoy trying. But if he wanted to play, I would play.

      “Spread out on the bed, huh? I can do that,” I said playfully, crawling to the center of the large comforter and laying on my back, letting my dress hike up even farther over my ass and feeling the cool air play over my skin. “Panties on or off?”

      “What panties?” His smile was nothing but teeth as if he was revealing the punch line to some secret joke. What panties? My panties were—and, oh my God, my panties were gone. When had I lost them? Had he taken them off downstairs and I was so blinded by lust I hadn’t even noticed?

      “You thief!”

      I wanted to laugh at the absurdity but I couldn’t, because he was already on the bed and between my legs, his tongue touching me in the exact place where the tension was building the most. Fingers digging into the comforter as he licked and bit at the soft insides of my thighs, I could only open my legs wider—wider still—to welcome him.

      “Regina,” he said as he lifted his head from between my legs to look at me, his eyes scorching a trail up my body.

      “Beck.” I wanted him inside me so badly I was going to start weeping soon.

      “I am going to lift this dress from your body, a little at a time. I am going to touch every part of your skin that shows as it moves, and when it finally lifts away, then I’ll let you tell me what you want me to do. But only then.” Easier said than done. By the time my dress was completely off of my body, true to his word, Beck had touched, bitten or sucked on every bit of skin from my knees to my collarbone. By the time he finally slid into me, the hottest and hardest part of him, I was so wild with need I couldn’t remember my own name. The only thing running through my head, and the only word I managed to scream when my body finally couldn’t hold on anymore, was Beck. Only Beck.
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      Beck slept like a starfish. He was definitely a man used to sleeping alone, and he took up almost every spare inch of real estate in that bed, with me sprawled on top of him like a blanket. The bed that I had forgotten for a few moments had belonged to Richard and me. But I couldn’t even think of it that way ever again, because Beck had implanted himself on that bed. He’d manhandled me for most of the night, and I’d loved it. We’d both fallen asleep sometime around two in the morning, which made six am all that much harder, because we both had to get up and go to work.

      Beck actually woke up before I did, and managed to fuss about in my kitchen until he found the coffee and the filters for the Bunn that I kept on the countertop. I had never been woken up by someone bringing me coffee in bed before, but I was experiencing all kinds of new things with Beck. He wrestled a pre-tooth-brushing kiss out of me, which I fought at first, but had learned over the course of the previous night that telling Beck no was more than likely a fruitless cause. He did what he wanted, and he wanted a goodbye kiss. Since he had obligations before opening the shop for the day, Beck was out the door and gone before I was even finished drinking my first cup of coffee. When I did manage to make my way downstairs to the kitchen, I found a jelly doughnut from the bakery a few blocks down the street, sitting on a plate wrapped in cellophane on my kitchen counter with a single serving bottle of orange juice next to it. Next to that was a napkin with a message written in very neat block letters—

      A balanced diet is essential for a healthy body, so I brought you breakfast.

      PS - I like you

      PPS - Tag, you’re it.

      Well, that was cute as hell. So, sexy Beck had a playful side too. As I wandered through the first floor of the house, cradling my warm coffee cup in one hand and munching my doughnut, I came to a complete stop in my front room. Beauty Sleeping was hanging in her normal place above the couch, the only reminder of our skirmish was her slightly smooshed lower left corner.

      I forgive you, Beck.

      What a weird night and a weird morning, but I was starting to be okay with weird. It was kind of starting to be my normal. Weird was certainly better than boring, and that was what Old Regina was used to. New Regina got doughnuts and love notes after a night of rough sex.

      It wasn’t until I went back upstairs that I realized the extent of how rough our sex was. If the delightful soreness in my hips and back wasn’t enough of a reminder, the off-kilter tilt of my mattress really sealed the deal. We must have been really wild last night, because that mattress was definitely wrecked. I sat on the bed and felt the damaged springs inside. It may have been an expensive hybrid mattress with a foam top, but the inside was spring, and they were certainly broken. I had never been so satisfied to see something I paid so much money for destroyed in my whole life. I couldn’t wait to call customer service. The grin stretched wide on my face as I thought about explaining how the bed broke—the warranty should cover a complete replacement. I even whistled a bit as I got into the shower and got ready for the day, that positive mood would last me several weeks. But sure enough, given that it was Slow Grind, something would come along and screw it all up.

      

      Middle of the week wasn’t normally a difficult time in my office. Wednesdays were usually good for catch up on sales calls and getting out big orders from Monday and Tuesday. The rushes didn’t call in until Thursday and most of those orders weren’t mine. I had a pretty good relationship with most of my clients, and they knew if they wanted to get a delivery date before a weekend, they needed to get their orders in at the beginning of the week. Nope, Wednesdays were other people’s shit show days, so why was Jack standing in my office looking harassed and in otherwise ill-temper?

      Matthew-fucking-Jeremiah had screwed up again, that’s why.

      “O’Shea, I need you to go out there and figure out what the deal is. There’s a pickup out there for Cindy Cain and it’s wrong, somehow. You know how her shit is supposed to go, I need you to go sort it out.”

      “Wait a minute, why do I need to go out there? Jeremiah handles her orders and has for months now. I’m not even involved in their business anymore.” The command had me so pissed off I forgot for a moment that I was talking to the signer of my paychecks. Jack, however, did not forget, and did not like being spoken to in such a way by an employee. Much less a female employee.

      “Because Jeremiah has a personal day today, that’s why, and because I just said so. Jesus, O’Shea, how many times do I have to remind you to keep your personal business out of the office? If your crappy relationships are going to make me lose money, then I might need to rethink your position here at Slow Grind. This is a business, not a clubhouse—now get out there and fix the order.” He swaggered out of my office and down the hallway, muttering about insubordination and making policy changes while I sat in my office for a moment with my mouth hanging open. TJ wasn’t in today because he had afternoon classes, it looked like I really would have to go out and fix Cindy’s order. The part of me that was thorough at my job was at war with the part of me that wanted to drop kick Cindy Cain out a window, but my professional self won. I was way too proud of the work I did to allow a screwed up order to leave the docks. It wasn’t like Cindy would be out there picking up anyway. More than likely it would be Kell, her warehouse guy that was out there with his box truck. It saved on shipping for local companies to pick their orders up, it happened all the time. He was an all right guy, I could deal with Kell for a little while so we could get the order straightened out.

      It was not Kell, however, that was standing on the dock talking with Leon like I had thought. It was Richard and Cindy both standing there, arguing with the warehouse manager about something on their packing slip. Panic set in and I thought briefly about turning around and running back to my office, but then they saw me, both sets of eyes widening, and I got a slight sense of satisfaction from seeing the look of discomfort on their faces.

      Yeah, it is awkward, assholes.

      “What’s going on, Leon?” I could do this, I might even make it through without having to make direct eye contact or speaking to either of the two people who made my blood boil whenever someone even mentioned their names. I had done more than anyone could be expected to, in my opinion, so I would really appreciate it if God could do me a solid and let me get out of this without having to actually interact with either of them. Unfortunately, I could not be so lucky.

      “The stock is supposed to come bulk, these are in clamshell packaging,” Richard was making a bold move even speaking to me. Cindy looked at him like she wanted to smack his lips off his face, but he wasn’t looking at her, he was looking and speaking to me. I ignored him and opened the first box, seeing the problem immediately. I opened a second and third box just to check, but it was the same in all of them. Cindy Cain’s adult store was huge in our area; she had several brick and mortar stores as well as a solid web following. She bought her vibrators from Slow Grind in bulk, which meant we sent them unpackaged, and she rebranded them in her own house packaging before putting them on the shelves or boxing them up for orders. This order was wrong, which meant one of two things—either Jeremiah forgot to put the notes in, or someone called in the order incorrectly. It could have gone either way, really.

      “Who called the order in?” I asked Cindy. I didn’t really want to talk to her, but she looked the most nervous out of the two, and considering I still wanted to punch Richard in the dick, I thought she might be my better option.

      “I did.” Richard just did not know when he was not wanted in a conversation, and Cindy was two steps away from shushing him with the back of her hand if the twitching in her arm was any indication.

      “Look, the order might have been placed incorrectly or entered incorrectly. I’m not pointing fingers here. I just know this isn’t how we normally get it, you know that right?” I most certainly did know that, and I didn’t really care how the mistake was made. I just wanted to get off the back dock and into my office so I could take some Ibuprofen for the tension headache that was building behind my eyes. For fuck's sake, these two were pissing me off.

      “Leon, your guys didn’t do anything wrong,” I said as I looked at the paper copy of the order that was put into the system. “It looks like they grabbed stock exactly like it was entered into the computer. The error though, is that Cindy sells her own brand of glass dicks and other toys, so us sending them prepackaged in the clamshell causes her guys a ton of extra work down at the store because they have to un-package everything and then repackage with their own branding. It’s a waste of time and effort and packaging. We actually have different item numbers for the bulk goods, but it looks like whoever called the order in”—I paused to let that sink in to Richard’s mind since he was the one who did it— “just used the catalog and didn’t order the correct items.” Richard opened his mouth to complain but Cindy grabbed his arm before he could launch into defensive mode, and I continued. “Regardless, our company should have known better based on her order history and it would be bad service to let this order go out the door like this. We can do one of two things here, so let Leon know your preference. We can have you take the goods as is, and give you a discount based on the extra work you have to put into repackaging. Not ideal, I know, but at least you will have your stock for the weekend.” I had long since lost any hang-up I had talking about selling sex toys. Glass dicks, vibrators, crotchless panties—it was all just stock to me. “Or, you can leave the order here and have us replace the stock with what you actually ordered, and we can have a courier deliver it to the store for you. That would probably be in two days or so . . . I can’t promise it would get there by Friday though, it might be Monday before you get it.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to apologize for the error, but I sealed my lips against the practiced response. They didn’t get an apology from me, for anything. They were lucky I was even back there dealing with the whole mess.

      I turned my back to the others, making sure I had Leon’s attention. “Whatever they decide, please just make the notes and put the correction on Jeremiah’s desk. He will need to be made aware so he can plan better for the future. Thanks, Leon.” The older gentleman gave me the nod and turned to the other two while I went in the opposite direction.

      “Finally that’s straightened out. Thank you, Regina.” Cindy’s voice wasn’t necessarily loud, but it ricocheted off the walls in the warehouse like a hammer on a bell. And the heavy layer of sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. The angel on my right shoulder was pushing, shoving me forward to walk those last few feet out of the warehouse and back through to the front office. Ignore her, it begged. Please, be the bigger woman and walk away.

      The devil on my left shoulder didn’t have to say anything though, he just sat there with his arms crossed shaking his head. He knew what I was going to do and there was no way he was going to stop me. Both illusions of good and evil disappeared in a puff of imaginary smoke. Something snapped inside of me, the part that gave a shit about my job, or my work ethic. The part that was desperately trying to hold on to the sanity of being “the bigger person.” That part broke in half.

      Turning back around until I was looking right at Cindy, I asked in my most sugary sweet voice, “Thank you for what, my friend? Thank you for fixing the order that got messed up, or thank you for letting you fuck my boyfriend? Because, really, that second part was something I never gave you permission to do, so clarification at this point is really unnecessary. It doesn’t matter what the thank you is for anyway, my answer to both is, Fuck You. Is that what you wanted to hear? Is that why you came to do the pick-up yourselves instead of sending Kell to do it like you normally would? Well, I hope you received satisfactory service. Also, fuck you, Cindy, and fuck you, too, Richard.” With that I left them all standing there staring at me— Richard, Cindy, and Leon as well. Whatever, I had given them good customer service. Fuck everything after that.
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      I needed a break. Of course Jack heard about what happened, in record time, even. Thanks a lot, Leon. I guess I couldn’t even really blame Leon, I had told a high ranking client to fuck off on the shipping dock in front of the entire warehouse. It could have been any number of people that narked on me. I thought Jack was going to have a heart attack. His already overly tanned skin was even darker—mottled purple with rage.

      “Goddammit, O’Shea. Goddamit. If you weren’t such a good salesperson I would send you fucking packing right now! As it is, we leave for Vegas in two days for the goddamn show this weekend, and I need you to be in that booth with your shit together. Stay home tomorrow and eat chocolate and read smut books, or whatever it is you need to do to get centered, and please, Jesus, just get your ass to the trade show and don’t fucking embarrass me. Now get out of here—and don’t forget not to dress like such an old lady at the booth. People of influence are going to be meeting you.”

      People of influence, meant people with money to burn. Jack wanted me to dress like a slut and make nice with the men who brought briefcases. I knew exactly what he was getting at, but right now I didn’t have any extra fight in me. I had a massive headache and I really just needed to get out of there, so I made like a good cowering employee and left the office.

      I didn’t need a hot bath, or chocolate, or a smut book. What I really needed was Beck. Unfortunately, it was a Wednesday, and those nights were off limits for some reason. He never explained what he had going on those nights, but I had never asked, either. Everyone had their own personal stuff to do, and I didn’t really feel like pressing him. I liked Beck. I really enjoyed his company, and the mind-blowing sex. I saw him several times a week, and he slept over at least half the time. I had gotten the mattress replaced since he had broken it. He had the audacity to not even be embarrassed. “You didn’t want to sleep on it anymore anyway,” he’d said with a grin when I told him. “And since it was covered by warranty anyway, it’s a win-win, yeah?” Hell yes, it was a win-win, and it was even funnier when I had to explain to customer service on the phone the reason for the return was because it had broken under the strain of sex with my giant boyfriend. I felt pretty comfortable calling Beck my boyfriend. We hadn’t had the conversation yet, but we were spending a lot of our free time together. And did anyone our age ever have “that talk” anymore? For me, it wasn’t necessary. I was having fun with my life now, there was no need for me to pick apart every little thing.

      I looked down at the beautiful chrysalis tattoo on my wrist. Beck had been right, I was just starting my journey. I didn’t cry myself to sleep on the couch every night anymore, and I was sleeping in my own bed again. Baby steps. I was taking my own type of baby steps. I might not be a butterfly yet, but I was getting there, and when I did, and I felt comfortable saying so, Beck would put that butterfly on my other wrist.

      Just thinking about Beck made me smile, and even though it was Wednesday, and he was busy, I could still do something nice for him.

      Tag, you’re it.

      Beck didn’t know it, but I kept that napkin folded up in my purse. It was my first random love note, and it made me happy to look at it. A silly thing, but it was mine, and I would feel about it however I wanted to. I wondered what was something nice I could do for Beck, even if he wasn’t around? Hmmm. I got it. I could take a present to the shop and leave it at the back door. With a love note of my own.

      Tag, you’re it.

      It was a great idea, actually. I really enjoyed stopping at the liquor store and picking through the beers I’d never heard of. I was a wine girl, but a friendly sales associate helped me pick out the “hoppiest beer you have” and, armed with a six pack of something I had never heard of, I left the store and drove over to Gallery B. I parked across the street from the front of the shop because it was the easiest place to park. The plan was to run around the side of the building, tuck the note into the six-pack and leave it at the side door for Beck to find when he opened in the morning.

      I didn’t have a napkin to write on, but I did have the receipt for the beer so I scrawled a little love note of my own.

      It probably tastes like ass water and leaves. I bet you’ll love it.

      PS – I like you a lot.

      PPS – Tag you’re it.

      This was some prime junior high note writing, but I didn’t care. I had a crush, and it was reciprocated, and we could be as silly as we wanted with each other. That was the rush of new relationships, all the good feelings were magnified a hundredfold. The joy of finding new love was the brightest light, the best of the best. The offset of that, of course, was that the heartbreak was just as powerful. I wouldn’t have to worry about that right now, though, I had been through my heartache. I wasn’t in that position anymore.

      What the hell did I know?

      I hadn’t expected anyone to be at Gallery B, it was later than it was the time Beck had closed after my tattoo, and he had been running late then. I fully expected it to be lights off and lot empty, so I was shocked when I began crossing the street and saw Beck walking out with a shorter, young woman with dirty blonde hair. That wasn’t what shook me though, Beck walking out the shop doors with a woman. No, what caused the blood to turn to ice in my veins and the breath to freeze in my lungs was the arm he held around her waist, and the gentle embrace he gave her after he made sure the front door was pulled tight and locked. Not the tight squeezes and rough fondlings that I loved and was used to. No, he was fucking tender as hell and I could tell from halfway across the street even, that his hug was an act of love. It was when he pulled her in tightly and gave her a kiss on her hairline that the fine cracks on the edges of my self-control spider webbed and met in the middle. The tight shell that had been holding me together crumbled into pieces, and the violent tide of anger I had been holding inside was unleashed.

      Fuck this.

      Fuck him

      Fuck her

      Fuck all of it.

      “Tag, you’re it,” I said, more cheerily than I felt as I stepped up on the curb in front of them. Beck let go of the younger girl immediately. She had a startled look on her face. I didn’t care.

      “Regina—” Beck started, but I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear it. I’d heard the excuses before from a different man. It didn’t matter, it was all the same.

      “So this must be Wednesday,” I said, nodding to the younger woman who was starting to look a little nervous. I still didn’t care. “Hello, Wednesday, it’s nice to meet you. Beck has told me all about you. At least, he’s mentioned being busy on Wednesday. I hope you are feeling okay, he can really be quite heavy.” My tone was as nasty as I felt. Everything hurt, my heart, my head. My hands and feet were numb, and I wondered if I was even going to be able to walk back to the car. I was in danger of keeling right over where I stood. Only my anger kept me upright.

      “Regina—” Beck started again, but even the sound of his voice pissed me off.

      “Did you really think I would be that easy, Beck? Like, do you go out of your way to find the most broken people around to mess with? Is it fun? Well, I’m not having any fun right now, Beck. I’m tired of the game. I think I’d like to stop playing now.”

      “Wait, I don—” the blonde began.

      “Shut up little girl, the grownups are talking,” I snapped at the girl I had dubbed Wednesday when she tried to intervene.

      “Regina. You need to leave.” The command in his voice brought my harping to a standstill. How dare he use that bedroom voice out here with me in the street? Did he have to ruin everything? “Regina, go home. Now.”

      “You know what, Beck? I think I will. Fuck you, and fuck you, too,” I said, spitting the last part out at his partner. I turned to leave but at the last minute remembered I was still holding his stupid present, so I dropped it on the ground at his feet. I heard the glass bottles clinking together, some of them had probably broken in the fall, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The white receipt with my love note on it had fallen out from where I had tucked it into the cardboard carrier and was fluttering slowly to the ground, much like the shattered pieces of my heart and self-esteem.

      “Tag, you’re it, asshole.” My last words were to Beck as I turned away from him and walked back across the street. I kept my back straight and my head high, much like I did when I left Affini’s after Richard and Cindy had walked in.

      Don’t let them see you cry. Don’t let them see you cry.

      The anger stayed with me throughout the entire drive home. It wasn’t until I walked into the house and closed the door behind me that I let the pain in, let it consume me. In the privacy of my own home I could let the screams out, the anguish, the fresh hurt. One would think that it would be a familiar hurt, having just gone through the same issue months before. It wasn’t the same, though. A knife cutting through an old wound still had to saw through scar tissue, and that’s how I felt—emotionally dismembered. Sawed apart.

      I would find no solace with Beauty Sleeping, no comfort on the couch that had cradled me to sleep previously. Nor in the bedroom I once again couldn’t bring myself to walk in without fresh waves of agony squeezing my heart in an iron grip. There was nowhere to go in my own home where I wasn’t assaulted with every mistake I had ever made.

      I was cold. So damn cold. Pouring a bath as hot as I could stand, I took off my clothes where I stood and sank down into the steaming depths. I let the water run until it threatened to overflow the tub and still I couldn’t get warm. I was fully broken now, and I had no idea what to do about it.
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      Who was Regina? Not someone I wanted to be anymore, that was for sure. At least that was what I had told myself at three in the morning when I was still staring at the bathroom walls, unable to sleep, replaying the scene with Beck and that nameless girl in my mind. I’d refilled the tub five times, I was still shivering down to my bones. Regina made piss-poor choices, and even though she looked pretty normal in the mirror, there had to be something about her that was attracting all the wrong types of men.

      I didn’t really think of myself in the third person like that, but for a little while I did stare at the face in the bathroom mirror, desperately trying to see the invisible sign over my head that said, “Please take advantage, I’m kind of dumb that way.” Of course, I saw nothing of the sort. I just wanted to be—someone else for a while. Someone who was not the Regina that everyone else saw, a reinvention. So I did the one thing that almost every woman does when faced with a life crisis. The one thing I had control over, right now at that moment.

      I cut my hair.

      I immediately regretted my decision. Not because I missed my hair, but because I had cut it with a pair of kitchen scissors in the middle of the night after drinking too much wine in the bathtub and crying my eyes out. I had gone from mess—to hot mess, in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t like in the movies where the woman gets angry and chops away at her own hair, then all of a sudden the camera cuts away and there she is, a perfect pixie cut or smooth bob staring back at her from the mirror. There is a distinct difference between crisis and cry for help, and I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t recognize a bad decision when I made one. I couldn’t do a damn thing right, apparently. It was a good thing I knew someone who could.

      When I called my friend Charity to see if she could fit me in, I almost couldn’t get an appointment. I don’t know if it was the tears in my voice or the fact that I said, “Help me, I cut my own hair,” that changed her mind, but she got me in for an appointment a half hour before her salon opened for the day. For a woman that spends ten to twelve hours on her feet all day, that was a huge deal. I had been having Charity cut my hair since she was in beauty school. I always kept my hair relatively mid-length to long, never getting much done to it besides a trim, so I always went to the beauty school to get my hair done because it was easy and inexpensive. It didn’t really matter to me who cut my hair, I only ever got it trimmed anyway.

      There was something about Charity, though, that kept me coming back to her for my trims, and while we weren’t super close, we did seem to have a pretty good relationship while I was in the chair. Charity graduated from beauty school and I just followed her to her first professional salon job as her client. And I stayed her client, even when she opened her own high-end salon. I should have just been grateful she kept me as a client. Charity had major skill, far more than what was being wasted on my little trims every eight to ten weeks.

      Charity was wild, always a different cut, color, or style on her and it always looked amazing. She was never afraid to try something new and never held back from her honest opinion either. Every time I sat in her chair she would ask the same question, “You gonna let me do what I want today?” and I would laugh because she knew as well as I did that I would only ever get a little trim. Today was different though. Today she said the same thing, but it wasn’t a question, it was a statement of fact.

      “You are going to let me do what I want today?”

      Tearfully, I nodded. She didn’t ask me any questions about what happened, or why I’d cut my own hair. Stylists have a way about them, the good ones anyway, they know when to talk and when not to. This was a hot button topic Charity wasn’t touching with a ten-foot pole. I’m sure I wasn’t the first angry woman, at the end of her rope, who tried to do the same thing. Stylists worked a type of therapy in a way, helping clients cope with their bad decisions made at an emotional low.

      “You are going to let me do what I want today?” she asked again.

      “Yes.” I would let Charity do what she wanted as long as she could fix the damage I had wrought on my own hair. I may have been sent home from the office yesterday, but I still had to catch a plane and fly to Las Vegas for the SGE, and I could not go looking like I did. I tried to make an exception when she started mixing color, but she shot me down quickly.

      “It’s time, Regina. I’m going to give you a bad bitch haircut today because you need it. You need to remember what a bad bitch you are already, and if a haircut is what you need to remember that, then I will give it to you. But you need color to pull this off, so don’t bitch until you see it. I’ve been waiting ten years for you to let me have a go at your hair, and if I need to blindfold you to keep you from harping every time I do something, I’ll do it.”

      She might have been kidding or she might have been dead serious, but the color in the bowl she was mixing looked very dark and I couldn’t help but feel butterflies when I thought of what she was going to do. I looked down at my left wrist and sighed. Despite what had happened with Beck and me, I still loved my tattoo and everything it stood for. He had been right about everything he’d said to me during that session, and no matter what happened between us after that, I would always love my tattoo. It hurt though, right now, to look at it. Thinking about Beck twisted my insides, a real physical pain. It was amazing how emotions could make you feel like you were dying.

      Charity had to cut a lot. I had been such a fumbling mess, I had cut high parts and low parts, and the only way to save it was a terrifyingly short cut. My hair angled down and swept just past my chin in the front, but stacked so high in the back that Charity had to shave the back of my neck. She’d changed the part from my normal finger combed center part, to a side part with sweeping bangs that were just long enough on the ends to tuck behind my ear.

      And it was red. Not stoplight red, but a deep burgundy that almost looked black, but in the sunlight shone with the deeper rosy hues. Cherry Cola, is what Charity had called it.

      It would have been awful if I didn’t look so amazing. I didn’t look like me at all. I looked like just what Charity had said I would. I looked like a boss bitch. Staring back at me in the salon mirror was a woman who didn’t let anyone walk all over her. Now, if I could just maintain it on my own, that would be the real test. I left Charity a well-deserved hefty tip and walked out of the salon with texture cream, a new straightener, and instructions on how to do my hair every morning. It didn’t seem that complicated but doing it on my own the next morning would be the real test.

      Before I left, Charity did something that she had never done, even in the ten years of my sitting in her various chairs. She hugged me. She didn’t say anything else, didn’t ask any questions; she just hugged me goodbye and handed me my bag of supplies. It felt so nice I almost started crying again, but instead, chose to let the warmth of her silent support seep into my bones, thawing some of the frost that had built up over the course of the night. It was okay, she knew. Sometimes shit happens and you stumble a little. I stumbled a little last night. I would be okay though, I wasn’t alone. I certainly wasn’t the first woman to have a broken heart, and I wouldn’t be the last.

      

      I must have done an amazing job reinventing my image, because Jack and Jeremiah walked right past me at the hotel during check in. We’d caught different flights, so they weren’t necessarily expecting to see me right at that moment, but still, they looked right at me and walked past, zero recognition in their faces. That was okay, I wasn’t going to call out to them. I would see them at the booth in the morning. In a way, it was better. I could just send a text message later that I had checked in, and I wouldn’t have to hang out with them or see their faces unless I had to for trade show business. I hated flying, traveling in general made me nervous and all I wanted to do was hole myself up in my hotel room for the evening, put on my pajamas and order room service.

      I was still raw and hurting, and having to pretend to the general public that I was in A-plus condition was exhausting. I needed rest because the first day of the trade show was going to be tough. Jack expected me to be my best professional self, I knew why he wanted me at the booth. He wanted existing customers to meet me, but he also wanted me to bring in new, possibly interested clients. I had more product knowledge and was a better salesperson than most of the people on our staff. He needed me here.

      That was another reason I was grateful I didn’t have to deal with Jack right now. He needed me at the booth, but he also wanted me to play the part of the sales vixen, and I was not in the mood to play booth babe just because he needed to skirt the new rules. He could slap whatever skimpy outfit he wanted on me, but at the end of the day, I was still a salesperson. For the millionth time, I wondered why I worked for someone that made me feel so gross.

      Because it’s easy.

      My inner voice was right, but I didn’t feel like listening. I was physically and mentally exhausted, and needed my rest before getting ready to play the role of a lifetime. If they wanted me to play a part to keep my job, I would play it. But I would do it my way.
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      All of the bravado that I had been saving up seemed to dissipate as I walked into the convention center about twenty minutes before the doors opened to buyers. The place was massive, three floors of high ceilings, wide corridors, and a sea of vendor booths as far as the eye could see. Slow Grind Inc. was a huge distributor in the adult and party industry, but the competition was fierce, and there were many, many vendors occupying floor space. This was where the big boys came to place huge orders, not just the tiny little single owner establishments. Investors and buyers from overseas came to trade shows like this one. Trying to find the new moneymaking product and see who can produce it faster and cheaper. Big deals were going to be made today, I needed to be on my toes.

      Speaking of my toes, Jack and Jeremiah both raised eyebrows of appreciation at my new haircut but had obvious disdain for my choice of footwear. “It’s like you tried,” Jeremiah said regarding my new hair, “but by the time you were getting dressed this morning you forgot what you would be doing today.”

      “Are those loafers? Do people even wear those anymore?”

      I ignored Jack’s rhetorical question. I didn’t want to hear that shit from either of them. Both men looked comfortable and professional in their dark slacks and black polo shirts with the Slow Grind log embroidered on the front in neon green. Why did I have to look like I was on the way to a bikini contest just to work the booth? I actually liked my black pantsuit that I had put on for the day. It nipped in at the waist and accentuated my curves in a way that a normal pair of slacks and jacket never could. I’d had it tailored to fit me perfectly, and with my new haircut, I thought I look pretty damned hot. The shoes, I would not budge on. I was going to be standing on a concrete floor for approximately ten hours. The hell I was going to be able to do it wearing a pair of skimpy high heels. Forget it. I would take a lot of shit from Slow Grind for my paycheck, but I wasn’t willing to maim myself and bleed out for it.

      “Well, whatever, just put on your pin and let’s get ready.” The pin Jack handed me was a three-inch-tall glowing penis. There was a button on the front, that when pressed, caused an extra light to blink at the tip shaped like a stream of liquid. A squirting cock and balls. That lit up. He wanted me to wear a blinking, ejaculating dick to work the booth at a Las Vegas trade show, where people who spend big money were supposed to be asking me questions and taking me seriously.

      Fuck no.

      “I would rather quit.”

      Jack rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Quit being a drama queen, you sell dicks for a living. This is part of a new bachelorette party line and it’s eye-catching as hell. That is what you need to be in this booth today, eye-catching. So shut up and put it on; here Jeremiah has to wear one too.”

      Jeremiah, who up until this point had been quietly laughing at my expense, immediately shut his lips and eyed his pin with horror. “No way, man, I don’t want to wear that.  Where’s yours? If I am wearing it you have to wear it, too.” Jeremiah sounded desperate, and for once I agreed with him. A pin like that was eye-catching all right, but it wasn’t going to win us any big sales leads for sure.

      Once again, Jack had to remind everyone that he was the big boss and we were the peons. “I’m not wearing that shit, you must be nuts. Besides, I’m not working the booth. I own the company. It’s my job to walk the floor, meet other distributors and buyers and schedule meetings.” What he really meant was it was his job to walk the floor and fuck off all day. Ten to one he would be balls deep in a hooker by lunch o’clock while Jeremiah and I handled every damn thing at the booth. This might have been my first Vegas show with Slow Grind, but I had heard the stories from guys who previously had been on this trip. Jack liked to party, while everyone else minded the shop. I knew how it worked, and it sucked.

      “Put on your pins and smile like you love it. The doors are going to open, I’m off to mingle. Oh, and Regina—please tell me you have something a little more appropriate for the show party tonight.” Jeremiah waited until Jack’s head disappeared around the corner and he was out of sight.

      “Fuck this thing. Can’t wear it if it’s broken.” And Jeremiah snapped that pin in half and threw it into the trash can. For once I was completely with him, and I tossed mine into the trash with his. Jack wouldn’t fire us both, and from what I’d heard, we wouldn’t even see him again until the show party that evening. It was a largely Slow Grind sponsored trade show, so our company hosted the show party that brought the buyers and vendors together in a social gathering to celebrate new and old business relationships. It was a huge deal and I was expected to go. It was another part I was supposed to play and I was prepared. It made me grind my teeth to do it, but I had brought an outfit with the appropriate level of Vegas hooker that even Jack couldn’t argue about. I just had to survive working the floor first. Cindy would probably be there, and since she was dating my ex-boyfriend and he worked for her, Richard would probably be at the show with her. It was a huge show, so with any luck I would make it through without running into either of them. It was only a couple of days of agony. I would get through it. Jack would go straight home to Cali from the show, and I could go another few months without having him in my face. With any luck I would be too busy to even think about the shattered pieces of my heart that I’d left amidst the broken glass on the concrete in front of Gallery B.

      Busy was not even the correct word to describe the day. Jeremiah didn’t even have time to snark at me, we were overwhelmed with clientele from the minute the doors opened to closing time. We never saw Jack once. I doubted he was even in the convention center anymore, but I knew I couldn’t get lucky enough to skip the after party. He would definitely be there, it was his party, after all.

      Since the ban on booth babes took effect, and the rule stated that any female working the booth had to actually be an employee for the company they represented, the scale of women to men tipped drastically in favor of the men. It was a giant sausage party, and customers were flocking to anything with boobs. I recognized them right away, the guys who thought it would be funny to see how many industry words they could embarrass me with. We sold a lot of party games and novelties, but our real money was sex toys. I lost count of how many guys tried to get me to blush while explaining how some of the items they asked about worked. What they didn’t know, but learned relatively quickly, was that I was dead to product embarrassment.

      A customer wants to get me to say pocket pussy? I have zero problems saying pocket pussy. I’ll sell a man a case of 144 of them and even randomize the colors for him. Pocket pussies had a seventy percent profit margin. Sales were sales, and even though I hated what I did for a living, I was damn good at it.

      Once that handful of derelicts realized I wasn’t going to be any fun, they dispersed, and the real work began. For an underground industry with a ton of competition, there seemed to be a never-ending supply of people wanting to throw money at us. Jeremiah and I answered questions all day long without stopping for a pee break or to eat lunch, and by the time the doors shut and we were able to head back to our own rooms, we were both dead on our feet.

      “See you later Reg-eye-na,” Jeremiah said as he headed out of the convention center, most likely back up to his hotel room to get ready for the party. “I still think you are a raging bitch, but it was nice working the booth with someone who knows what the fuck they are doing for once.”

      Was . . . was that a compliment? He really did think he was being friendly just now and thank God he wasn’t waiting for me to answer before he disappeared out the huge doorway, because I was literally speechless. Nothing had changed. Jeremiah was still a dick, we’d just managed to work together well all day because we didn’t have time to converse with each other. I’d also made it the entire first day without running into Cindy or Richard, so thank goodness for small favors. The party tonight and two more days of the show. That’s all I had to get through, and then I could leave the mess of my professional life and focus on the mess that was my personal life.
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      I was late to the party, and Jack was going to be pissed. It was a complete accident, I hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but I sat down on the corner of the bed in my hotel after the trade show ended and the next thing I knew my phone was beeping a reminder from my online calendar about the party. I always set reminders, it was a habit. A habit I was glad for because I almost slept through the most important part of the trade show, at least according to Jack. There was no time to even eat, which was probably not going to work well for me because I hadn’t eaten since continental breakfast that morning before the show started.

      I barely had time to change into a “shorter than I would have even had the heart to hang in the back of my closet dress,” slip my shoes on, and get out the door. The dress was short but flowy, and the same color burgundy as my hair. I had a moment of heart-wrenching pain when I slid my shoes on, the stiletto’s I didn’t get to wear on my date with Beck, but I didn’t even have time for the memory to hurt because I was in such a hurry.

      Almost running as fast as my shoes would let me, I slipped into a party already well on the way. There were half dressed women everywhere, some carrying trays of food and drinks, and some sitting on the laps of the man scattered in dark corners of the venue. Disgusting. The women carrying trays were smiling as they passed out drinks and the women sitting on laps were smiling and laughing as well, but it was fake. It was all fake. Everyone here was putting on a show for the money, even me. The only ones having any fun were the men in charge. People like Jack Fox who thought they owned people as well as things. Who were used to getting what they wanted. I was just like the other women here, half dressed and smiling for cash.

      It wasn’t a place I was comfortable being, and I was tempted to turn around and leave the same way I came, silently and quickly, when I felt a hand snake up the bottom of my dress and pinch my bare ass cheek. I had to wear a thong because of dress lines, but that was no excuse for a stranger’s hand to be touching me in such an intimate area.

      Fuck a bunch of this shit.

      “Hey, asshole, what do you think you are doing?” The words should have come out of my mouth, but they didn’t. Instead, it was Richard behind me with his hand on a strange man’s arm, looking angry and indignant on my behalf.

      “I need a whiskey sour,” the obviously drunk man slurred, half bent over and completely oblivious to the fact that Richard had hold of his arm.

      “Then ask an actual server here, and don’t just grab any of them by the ass either, ya prick.” The drunk wasn’t paying attention to Richard though, he had already seen a server in another direction and shook off Richards’s grip, mind already wandering to the place where he would get his next drink.

      I should have been grateful to Richard, and part of me was, but damn it I wish it had been anyone else. Even Jeremiah would have been preferable, and that was saying a lot because I hated his stupid face. He put his hand on my arm, I assumed to make sure I was okay, but Richard looked startled for a moment, and I’d forgotten about my new hair. It was clear from the expression on his face that he hadn’t recognized me when he’d come to my defense, and part of me wondered if he would have stopped to help so quickly if he had known it was me and not some stranger.

      “What are you doing?” His question sounded ridiculous to me, why would he even ask me something so obvious?

      “I’m working.”

      “What is your job? Call girl? What the hell are you wearing? This isn’t like you.” His words were a hiss, angry and low. He didn’t have the right to be angry with me, especially for the way I dressed. He didn’t have the right to feel any way about me at all, as a matter of fact. The thin mud walls I had hastily rebuilt over my rapidly slipping self-control were cracking a bit. I couldn’t afford to let go here, the angry feelings needed to stay bubbling below the surface. This was work, I had to keep it together through this party, then another two days. Then everything could go back to normal. Well, normal enough.

      “Richard, who are you talking to?” Cindy approached through the crowd, her head turning right and left like she had been searching for him for a while. There were lines of distress on her face, and it made me wonder if she had more on her plate than she could handle, trying to keep Richard in line.

      “Nobody important, Cindy,” I said as I extricated my arm from Richard’s grasp.

      “Regina?” she gasped the question when she recognized me despite my new hair. “What did you do to yourself? Are you having a breakdown?” Unlike Richard, Cindy did not keep her voice down. Her shrill accusation cut through the smoke and the noise in the room and several heads turned at the interruption. Several heads including Jack Fox. The oh shit what now look on his face turned to one of consternation as he bore down on our little display, Jeremiah in tow.

      Jesus Christ, was this my fault too? I wasn’t putting myself in these situations, I was being thrust into the center of a giant cosmic circle jerk completely against my will. Yanking my arm from Richard’s hand, I straightened and stared Cindy down. Enough was enough, this was too much. I had no problem accepting when I was wrong, but this entire situation was none of my doing. I had been struggling all along, just trying to get through this trip without someone digging away at me, but that was all that was happening.

      Screw Cindy and Richard, screw Jack and Jeremiah, and screw everyone watching everything going down like we were just a bit of dinner theater. Having a breakdown? Yeah, probably, but if I was, I was going to do it my way.

      “Maybe I am having a breakdown, Cindy. What does it matter if I am? It’s none of your business, regardless, but it seems like no matter how hard I try to avoid you two, you still manage to be in the same place as me no matter what. You are like the cockroaches of people. Did you know that, Cindy?”

      I didn’t care who was listening, I hadn’t even said a swear yet, but it was immensely satisfying to finally get to say something, anything to the two people that hurt me the most. Jack thundered up to our small group, not so eager to take part in it, but frantic to stop it from exploding even further. Well, if he wanted to diffuse the situation, he used the wrong choice of words.

      “This is not very professional, Regina.”

      Oh, no he did not.

      “Not very professional? Not very professional, he says?” I was talking to the entire room at this point. Why not? I had nothing to hide, and I was pretty sure I was walking out of this party unemployed anyway. The thought of being free of the whole mess was invigorating, giving power to my voice, allowing me to project throughout the room. I didn’t need to be quiet. Everyone was so interested in what was going on, let them hear.

      “What is unprofessional is emailing your distributor sales rep at work to let her know that you have been fucking the man she has been living with for the past four years. How’s that, Cindy? Not very professional, was it? Scarlet from hairline to neckline, Cindy couldn’t say anything. She probably wanted to, but what I said was absolutely true and she hadn’t been prepared for me to throw it all to the wind like that.

      “What is unprofessional,” I continued, “is having a boss who knows how hard I tried to do the right thing by giving the whore’s account to someone else to handle. But even then, the person who was given the account doesn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground, and still managed to screw everything up—Jeremiah, I’m talking to you. So what does the boss do? Instead of counseling the errant employee, he comes back to me, in a complete conflict of interest, tries to force me back into a working relationship with the whore, sorry, the client.”

      Jeremiah’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, and Jack’s face was purple with rage. But I was a boulder, rolling downhill and picking up speed as I went. There was no stopping me, anyone who tried would just get crushed as I steamrolled over them.

      “What is unprofessional, is having a boss that tells me to dress like a prostitute at a work function or my job will be at risk. And you know what? I’m the idiot that did it. I don’t normally dress like this, you know?” I asked the nameless man next to our little circle who was staring at me with rapt attention, transfixed by the spectacle. He had his cell phone out and was probably filming, that’s what people did when they witnessed a car crash these days and I was definitely headed for a collision. Whatever. I smiled for his video. I hope he got my good side while I was going down in a blaze of glory.

      “That’s enough, Regina.” Jack was shouting now, his outburst garnered the attention of anyone in the far corners of the venue that hadn’t been privy to our happenings. If they weren’t paying attention before, they certainly were now.

      “Oh, zip it, greaseball.” I was over it, over him, he had no authority over me anymore. “This is what you’ve been watching for, isn’t it? Pushing me and pushing me into extremely uncomfortable situations, waiting for me to crumble and lose control? Well, here you go”—I swept my arm out wide showing myself off from head to toe—“this is me falling down. Are you enjoying the show? All of you—are you happy with this? Of course I’m struggling, anyone would in my situation, so stop trying to make me feel like a freak because I’ve been hurt by someone. By multiple someones. It’s normal to fall apart and put yourself back together because here’s the thing—I will put myself back together. It’s you who lose. Cindy, you lose out on a great friend and a fantastic sales rep. Richard, you lose at life in general so you can just fuck off. Jeremiah, I don’t even have words for you, the fact is that you are just an HR nightmare that I don’t have the energy to even pursue, so I’ll just leave you alone. But Jack—I think you lose most of all. Because the truth of the matter is, that no matter how much you postulate and sit on your big chair, the one that is taller than anyone else’s, you have to admit that I was your best sales rep. I made you so much money over the last few years, it was my work, and my relationship with clients that has given you the means to act like the douche you are. So here’s the thing. I’m damn good at what I do, which is sales. It doesn’t have to be for you. Think about that for a minute. I’ll be fine wherever I go from here, the hard work is going to be you replacing me. Good luck with that.”

      I was done talking. At some point the DJ had even turned the music off, which I only noticed because my stiletto’s made a tap tap tapping sound that ricocheted loudly in the tomb silence of the party venue. Those shoes were going directly in the trash when I made it back up to my room. Maybe the DJ turned the music back on after I left. Maybe the party carried right back on like nothing had ever happened, it didn’t matter. I was done. With all of it.

      It wasn’t until I was sitting cross-legged on the bed in my hotel room, comfortable pajamas on and a three pound room service cheeseburger half eaten in front of me that I realized the reason I still felt hollow inside. I should have felt righteous, vindicated even, and to an extent, I did feel better, but the person that I most wanted to share the news with was the person that I dared not call. No, I wasn’t all better, it still hurt after all. Fresh waves of pain wracked my body and as I pushed aside my half-eaten dinner and curled up into a ball I realized something. It didn’t matter that I had just stood up for myself, a grown ass woman in a room of my peers, a broken heart was still a broken heart. And even though my mantra had been never let them see you cry, it seemed that in private, I still had plenty of tears left to shed.

      News must have spread fast because I wasn’t even at the airport yet when my phone started dinging like crazy. Job offers. From all over. Not even in the same industry. Message after message from companies looking to offer me a job. Some of them were simply messages that said,

      Give us a call to discuss possible employment opportunities, to one message I got from an acquaintance that owned a Hemp bath and body line that said,

      I don’t give a shit what you wear because you can work from home. Join my sales team and you can work in footie pajamas for all I care. Call me!

      Okay, so it looked like I had options. I was in no position, however, to make rash decisions. I had to admit, I was a mess, maybe I had cleaned up professionally, but my personal life was in shambles. What I most needed was to take some time for myself, something I had never done before, and figure out my next move. What was going to be beneficial for me? What was going to make me happy? The truth was, I didn’t really know.

      I’d been home and unemployed for a couple of weeks. I hadn’t yet decided what I wanted to do, but money wasn’t really an issue yet. Working for Slow Grind had been incredibly lucrative for me, and I had enough savings to keep me going for a while. The calls were still coming in with job offers, so the interest was still there, and it was time for me to start taking them seriously and at least give some thought to my next move. Apparently the guy with his phone out had uploaded the video to Youtube with the title “Sex toy sales chick goes on epic rant” and it was hot news in the industry. I was industry famous, and so were Richard, Cindy and Slow Grind. Not the good kind of famous either but I couldn’t bring myself to care about their fallout. They got what they deserved. I’d managed to start sleeping in my own bed again, which was good for my back. I had even gotten kind of good at styling my hair on my own. It was starting to grow on me, and now when I looked in the mirror, I saw Regina. Not Old Regina, or New Regina, but Regina. I was still on my journey, still not ready for that new tattoo and not sure how I would go about getting it even if I was. I doubted another artist would be able to look right inside of me like Beck had.

      Yes, Beck was still on my mind. I still had so many questions that I needed answered, his place in my heart was still a raw, open wound that showed no hint of closing or scabbing up. Something nagged at the back of my mind whenever I thought about Beck. Like, maybe I should have asked more questions instead of hurling bottles at him. I don’t know, something. Something just felt off. I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe I had done something I shouldn’t have, even though I couldn’t figure out what it was. Anyone with eyes would have drawn the same conclusion I did, so I couldn’t pinpoint where the feeling was coming from. So I continued to hurt, privately.

      It was a Tuesday evening when the phone rang, surprising me in the middle of my dinner that I was eating on the couch in front of the television. The surprise wasn’t that it was an unknown number, all the numbers were unknown lately, what with all the job offers. It’s just that those were all messages sent through text or email, this was an actual phone call.

      It surprised me enough that I answered it, and the voice on the other end had me sitting stupidly in shock.

      “Regina, its Cody,” the voice on the other end spoke in hushed tones, like he was trying not to be overheard. Dread flooded my body, why was Cody calling me? What had happened to Beck?

      “Cody? What happened? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, well, okay, sort of. Not really. Well...” He wasn’t getting his words across but I at least gathered that no one was gravely injured. “Everyone is okay, but like, Beck is being intolerable lately, and it started when you stopped coming around.” His voice got quiet again and I heard noises in the background.

      “Cody, are you calling from Gallery B?”

      “Yes, I’m looking at the schedule and I can try to get you in for a consult sometime next week, what is your Thursday morning looking like?”

      Okay, so he was at the gallery, and he didn’t want anyone to know he was talking to me, that much I gathered.

      “Okay look, Regina, I don’t know what happened, or what you think you saw, but Beck is a good guy. He’s hurting right now, and when he’s hurting he’s a real asshole to like, everybody. If you could please do us a favor and just, I don’t know, fix it. Whatever you did, fix it, please. I’m always going to be Team Beck, and he would kill me if he knew I was telling you this right now, but there is a lot you don’t know about him. About us. I think it would help you both though, if you did.”

      There it was. That tiny sliver of hope I had been yearning for. That rope swinging down into my pit of despair which, if I could just understand and grab it, would pull me out of the dark world I was living in.

      “Okay, Cody,” I said into the phone, my dinner forgotten on the table in front of me. “What do you need me to do?”
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      The address Cody gave me was an old elementary school building on the corner of a crumbling street in an even more deteriorating part of an Old West End neighborhood. It wasn’t sketchy exactly, just that everything looked so derelict. Like, whoever had been there had just up and left, the school was clearly past its heyday. Grass burst through the asphalt playground in persistent clumps and the steps in front of the main entrance were slightly askew. I had driven past so many times; I just never paid much attention to the building before now.

      Many little feet had gone up and down these stone steps, I thought. How many people’s babies grew up here, and learned here? What was I even doing in this place, what was I going to find out? It could have also just been the dim light of the evening that made everything look abandoned and spooky. After all, it was still a populated neighborhood. People still lived here, it was just that at eight in the evening, most people were at home and no one would normally be at an elementary school at that time of the evening. Especially one that hadn’t seen a full school room in probably ten years.

      The building was privately owned now, from what I understood, and people rented out the rooms for various activities. I had seen dance classes advertised here before; a belly dancing class, a pole dancing class and a ballroom dancing class, I knew for sure. There was also a karate school operating out of one of the floors, and if I remembered correctly, a roller derby team had used the gymnasium for practice once upon a time. None of that was helpful to me when I was trying to determine what I was going to see when I walked inside. There were a few cars in the parking lot, but no one milling around outside that I could see or ask any questions.

      Gingerly I made my way up the crumbling stone stairs and into the building, the heavy glass doors swung open without too much effort. The inside lobby and hallways were brightly lit, and I could see the worn and warped linoleum of a hallway going to the right, with a sign for rooms 101-115. To the left was a set of open double doors marked, auditorium. The paper where I had written Cody’s notes mentioned auditorium, so that was where I wanted to be. To the left it is. Into the unknown.

      The doors to the auditorium were open, which was good, because I didn’t want everyone to turn around and look at me as I entered the room. I had a vision of the doors creaking loudly as I pushed them open and everyone turning around. “What is SHE doing here?” they would cry out. “Who invited her?” At least that was the horror story that played in my mind. I paused at the entrance when I saw the small A-Frame sign off to the right of the open doors. My heart dipped a little at the bold black text on the plain white background.

      Bailey’s Choice.

      Bailey.

      Bailey . . .

      Bailey was Beck’s sister’s name. The sister that had spiraled into the tragedy of addiction after the accident that left her paralyzed. The subject of Beauty Sleeping. Still confused, a small kernel of awareness started to unfurl in my stomach. I peeked in through the double doors, into the auditorium only about a quarter full of people, only the first four rows or so were full, the entire back of the hall was empty. It looked pretty much like what I thought it was, some kind of support group.

      I could see Beck, sitting in the front row. He was really hard to miss, considering he was such a big man. Cody sat to the left of him, the girl whom I had seen Beck with before to his right. Tears of shame pricked the back of my eyes. I didn’t know what I was feeling sorry about yet, but I would be finding out soon. Something just wasn’t right, and I had the sinking suspicion that I had screwed up horribly. Cody invited me here for a reason, though, and I owed it to Beck to find out what was going on.

      Sneaking like a thief, I made my way up to the middle section of seats, not quite the back, but still far enough behind that no one would notice me sitting there. I was here to observe after all, not participate. It wasn’t until I had myself situated in my sneaky half-slump for observation that I turned my attention to the stage. My posture straightened immediately, and I sat upright in the seat, forgetting that I was trying to be hidden in my effort to get a better look at the person on the stage.

      Beauty Sleeping.

      Bailey Gallagher. Very much alive and looking resplendent in her wheelchair, long blonde hair in a braid that fell over one shoulder. She held a microphone in one hand and was speaking into it, the other hand gesticulating wildly. She talked with her hands too, just like Beck. I stared at the back of his head, trying to figure out what was going on. He had never said she was dead, exactly, I had just assumed from the pain in his voice as he had talked about the painting. I didn’t know, or take the time to try to know, what kind of pain he had been in or was still dealing with. The extent of my selfishness was starting to hurt. More so because I was beginning to see it was a self-inflicted injury.

      Hadn’t he said something before about wanting to help people? Had I just not been listening closely?

      “You all know my story, of course. But we have a speaker tonight that some of you might not know that well.” Bailey’s words caught my attention and my gaze was dragged back to the stage, and the familiar stranger as she sat upon her metallic throne. “Chessie, would you mind coming up here and sharing your story with us?”

      The girl sitting next to Beck slowly rose out of her seat. She hesitated as she stood, and Becks hand rubbed small circles on her back, urging her to keep standing. It was a familiar gesture, a friendly one. There was no jealousy in my heart as I watched him urge her to go onstage, she was clearly nervous and trying to find a reason to not go up there. Bailey didn’t call her name again, just sat on the stage and watched with a small smile on her face, as if she too had been nervous and hesitant once upon a time.

      The entire room was swaddled in patience, there was absolute silence as the girl named Chessie hovered on the brink of her own fight or flight reflex, until she finally made a decision and, flashing a shy smile to Beck, made her way up to the stage and took the microphone from Bailey’s hand.

      “Hi, I’m Chesapeake, and that is a mouthful of a name for a woman, much less a small girl, so ever since I was a little kid I’ve been called Chessie.” Her voice shook a bit as did her hands, I could see the microphone trembling even from several rows back. “You’ve heard the commercials on the public service ads, no one ever says they want to be a junkie when they grow up. That’s true. No one fills out career paperwork in high school saying they want to stick needles in their arms for fun and then die, but it happens to so many just the same. I wanted to be a dancer, a career dancer, and I worked really hard from a very young age to make that happen. I come from a loving home, a middle-class family. My parents taught me right from wrong and the value of hard work. They put me through performance arts school, but I still worked to make ends meet. Pizza delivery wasn’t a glamorous job, but it paid for utilities on my apartment and groceries, even if my parents paid for everything else. I had friends, and a really nice boyfriend, and a car that got me where I needed to go, even if it was a bit old. I was privileged, in the way that people don’t think about when they think of people who abuse drugs.”

      She’d caught her stride now, and I watched as Chessie’s hands tightened around the mic and she started walking, pacing the stage as she spoke. “I learned about the dangers of drug abuse as a kid, but when I got into a car accident on a delivery one night, everything I learned about drugs was thrown out the window. It was a drunk driver, if you can believe it.” Her hollow laugh was void of any actual humor, and I found my throat tightening at the beginning of her story. I wanted to hug her already, this diminutive young woman baring her soul on the stage. I did not know this woman, I did not know a soul in the room besides Cody and Beck, but I couldn’t even look in their direction. I was transfixed by the young woman in the center of the stage, whisper-talking her secrets and shame into a microphone that blasted it across the large room. I held my breath as she continued.

      “A middle-aged guy on his third DUI came at me head on. Broke several ribs, one hip and shattered my pelvis. There were surgeries, plates, screws, and rehab and, Dear God, the pain. The pain was excruciating. Pain when I was doing nothing but lying in bed because I couldn’t even move—pain that made it impossible to breathe but you had to do it anyway. The kind of bone-deep agony that made me wish for anything, anyone to please just take it away. Even just so I could sleep, be at peace for a few hours, so I could heal. Please. Anything. When it hurts that bad you will fucking beg for the medicine, I assure you.” Her eyes were two slits as she narrowed them and spoke, not seeing anyone in the auditorium, lost in the memory of how she began her fall into madness.

      “The medicine comes as frequently as you can possibly ask for it in the beginning. In the hospital, in recovery, and even after, through rehabilitation. But there will come a time when the doctors decide that you don’t need that anymore, but by the time that happened, I had already been on the medications so long I was addicted and didn’t even realize it. To me, I was simply taking my medicine like I ought to—and it didn’t become a problem for me until I couldn’t get it anymore. I had been euphoric on my pain meds so long that simply the act of living without them was excruciating. I couldn’t even remember what life was like before I had them, it must have been such a struggle to just . . . be.” Chessie paused for breath, and I realized that I had been gripping the auditorium seat so hard that the nails from my right hand had bitten little half moons into the cheap foam stuffed upholstery. I put my hands in my lap to keep from destroying the chair, but I had to stay, I had to listen to everything she said, I was invested now—in Chessie and her struggle. I had to know what had happened to her, how she had found Beck and become so important to him.

      “I will tell you, that getting that medication without a prescription may not have been terribly difficult, but it was expensive. And even though I lost my place at school, my boyfriend, and my apartment, I did whatever it took to get my pills. And when I couldn’t afford those anymore, my dealer introduced me to something much more readily available, and much cheaper.

      “I was two years post-surgery when I got my first fix. That’s the amount of time it took for me to go from a legitimate user of prescription pain medications, to getting hooked on junk. Two years.” Oh God, she was addicted to heroin. Holy shit, this was a support group for substance abuse. No, no, no. Thoughts of my last encounter with Chessie and Beck had the contents of my stomach rising into my throat. Oh God, what had I accused him of? What had I done?

      “Smack is cheap, highly addictive, and effective as hell. I was hooked after my first time, and after my parents stopped paying the rent on my apartment, out of desperation, I went straight to the streets. None of that mattered, not my friends, not my lover, and not my family. I needed to get that next boost. And before you ask how I could let myself get that far gone, let me tell you, I had already been there for some time. There is nothing like a heroin high, people. It is a onetime hook. You can’t do it once and then be fine, it’s a high like no other, like ascending to heaven. The downer is being cast straight to earth onto the concrete. Coming down from a heroin high is pain to the point that just being alive is agony. And I was so fucking tired of hurting all the time.”

      The tears were already silently pouring down my face. I couldn’t control them, it was like I wasn’t in charge of my body at all. I was a living, breathing embodiment of Chesapeake’s suffering and all wanted to do was curl up into a ball around her and hold her until I stopped crying. But she wasn’t crying.

      No one was moving from their seats to give her comfort either. Not Cody or Beck in the front row, and not Bailey in her chair off to the side of the stage. No one was rushing to coddle that broken woman on the stage, they were just letting her struggle there, letting her get it all out and leave it.

      “I would love to tell you that I had an epiphany and made the decision to stop on my own,” she continued, looking down at her feet instead of out at the audience like she had earlier. “But that’s not what happened at all, as a matter of fact, that almost never happens. I had a forced detox when the cops raided the abandoned house me and several other people were crashing at. I had od’d in the corner and they found me face down in a pile of my own puke. I had to be resuscitated twice, and when I came to, I came up swinging. There is no one more angry or ungrateful than a junkie revived from their bliss by a sniffer of Narcan. I popped that cop in the face twice before they got me down, and instead of just rehab, I got charged with assaulting an officer. Jail time and then a halfway house—that’s where I found myself. Twenty-three years old and looking like I was in my forties. I was about to lose my space in the home I was staying at too. I’d been clean and well-behaved for the time I was there, but everything is temporary, and I was about to be released into the public again. The problem was, I had nowhere to go and no job prospects. There was a one-hundred percent chance I was going to chase that next fix and end up back where I started—or dead.

      I don’t know if it was chance that brought Bailey to the home I was staying at, or that her brother randomly came with her that one time, but I do know one thing. If she hadn’t reached out to me with the Bailey’s Choice foundation . . . if Beck hadn’t offered me a job and one of the little one-room studio apartments above his gallery, I would absolutely, without a doubt, be dead right now.”

      I could barely see through the curtain of tears pouring from my eyes. I wiped my nose on my sleeve the best I could, still trying not to make noise as I grieved for this woman. I was shit. I was lower than shit. I didn’t know how I could ever make amends, but I did know that it would wreck me until I found a way. The way I had spoken to her and Beck, the way I had treated her. Like she was something dirty, when all she was trying to do was get clean.

      Fuck me. I treated her so badly.

      “The deal was every Wednesday, right?” She looked first to Bailey and then over to Beck, who nodded. I couldn’t see his eyes but I imagined they were kind. I didn’t deserve to have a kind look from him anymore. He was so fucking good, and I was such a selfish piece of shit.

      Fuck me. How would I ever fix this?

      Chessie continued, a small smile on her face for the first time. “I’ve been here though, every Wednesday, like you said, for the last three years. And I never have to go alone because Bailey is always here.” Chessie swallowed, tears clogging her voice for the first time during her whole monologue. “I never have to be alone, I never have to fight alone, because you guys have helped me so much. These meetings, my job at the gallery, and helping around at the shop. I’m going to school again now—I don’t dance anymore, but hey—baby steps, right? Thank you, Bailey. Thank you, Cody. Thank you, Beck. You are the best brothers and sister a recovering junkie could ask for. Because you guys think I’m worth something, sometimes I almost think I’m worth something, too.” Chessie handed the mic back to Bailey, who gave her a tight squeeze before Chessie walked off the stage and back over to her seat. There was a smattering of applause, and a hooting from Cody, but Beck didn’t make a noise. I wondered if he felt me staring at him, he made no signs that he did.

      Fuck me, I didn’t want him to know I was here, but I still wanted him to turn and look at me.

      “Thank you, Chessie,” Bailey said into the mic again as she rolled her chair forward into the middle of the stage. I never get tired of hearing your story, even after all this time. I am so proud of the strides you have made and you inspire me to keep getting stronger, too. To remember that there are people who love me, and help me, even when the pain is too much to bear. You are a beacon of support in this organization, I look forward to an infinite amount of Wednesdays with you.” Bailey smiled and looked out at the audience. “Is there anyone else who would like a turn to speak tonight?”

      Fuck me, was I really going to do this?

      My hand raised before I could give the signal from my brain to fucking stop it right now.

      “I have some things to say.”
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      I was up and walking down the center aisle of the auditorium before I even knew what happened, my shoes making soft shuffling noises on the stubby carpet. I turned right in front of the stage and walked over to the end and up the short staircase onto the stage. I couldn’t go left, to go left I would have had to walk in front of Beck sitting in the first row, and there was no way I could handle being that close to him yet.

      There was brave, and there was suicidal.

      Bailey smiled at me as she handed me the microphone. There was no way she could know who I was or why I was there. To her, I was another lost soul seeking refuge, I could see the acceptance in her gaze. I wonder if it will still be there when I say what I have to say?

      The microphone was heavy in my hands, warm from being held by the two previous people. The lights were bright on the stage, and anyone past the first row of chairs was just a faceless silhouette. The lights blocked out anyone, save those who were right in front of me. It was time for me to be brave. I had witnessed something amazing tonight, and I was about to push myself past whatever limits I previously had. The only way I was going to be able to do that though, was to start talking, because if I didn’t get started now, I never would, and I would lose my nerve and leave without ever saying a word. Nothing would happen then. Nothing at all.

      Well, I was tired of nothing.

      “My name is Regina Harlow O’Shea, and I’m not even supposed to be here.” There were no titters of laughter at my obvious use of an iconic line from a Kevin Smith movie, nor did I think there would be. I really sucked at this, and nervous jokes were not going to help me. This wasn’t the place for jokes, this was the place for the raw release of emotion. For admitting your pain openly and letting it out into the universe. Hadn’t Chessie just showed me that?

      Filling my lungs with oxygen, I took a deep breath and plowed right through. “I’m sorry to be a nark, and I know you asked me not to say anything, but I have to put it out there tonight. Thank you, Cody. Thank you for caring enough about your friends to call me and ask me to be here, even if just for clarification and understanding. I know you called me because you love them, and you wanted me to understand. I do, I think. So don’t be mad at Cody, he meant well.” That last part was directed at Beck, but I couldn’t look at him. I could only look at the space above him and several rows to the back. I had to talk to Beck while looking at an empty seat, because if I saw the same rejection in his eyes that I saw that night I would completely break down.

      “I’ve never been to a meeting like this. I’ve never been around so many people who are hurting and healing, and can I just tell you how humbling an experience this has been for me? I don’t have the struggle with addiction that some of you have, I will probably never know the level of pain you have gone through, or are currently going through, but thank you for letting me be here and learn from you for just a little bit. I’m not being condescending, really I’m not—I’m actually fumbling a little bit right now, trying to come up with the words to explain how awe-inspiring this whole evening has been for me.

      Chessie, can I call you that?” I looked her in the eye as I said it. Her, I could do that for, she deserved every ounce of my undivided attention for the next words out of my mouth. “I am so, so sorry. I treated you so poorly, and you didn’t deserve it. You didn’t deserve any of it. I’m struggling too, and it’s not an excuse, but if I can explain myself to you, and I have a ghost of a chance at you accepting my apology, then I am going to take it.” Her eyes got wide and she dipped her chin briefly. I’m sure she had no idea how to handle me, a perfect stranger on the stage, begging for her attention.

      “I’m hurting too, real bad. Hurting so bad that when I saw you with B-Beck,” I fumbled on his name, but gripping the mic tighter helped me feel grounded, and I was able to move on without any more tears falling. “When I saw you with Beck, I didn’t see you actually, either of you. What I saw was a different man and woman who had hurt me, and I superimposed my own insecurities and my own hurt over you and your situation. I didn’t even ask. I didn’t give you the courtesy of a five-second hello. I just judged you, unfairly, unnecessarily. You didn’t deserve it, either of you, and for that, I am so sorry.

      I’ve listened for the past hour or so, and I just sat there and wondered, how did you get so strong? You are so amazing, and I feel so inadequate standing here, like I don’t deserve to even hold this microphone. You’ve come so far, and I know you say you owe it all to Bailey and Beck and Cody, but a lot of that is you. I am grateful I got to meet you and hear your story, I am only regretful of the circumstances. I am sure it didn’t have to be this way, if I didn’t suck so hard at life, we maybe could have been friends.”

      This next part was going to be hard, oh God, so hard. I swallowed over the lump in my throat, but even that wasn’t enough to stop the wavering in my voice as I began my apology to Beck.  “Beck... ” The tears clogged my throat and my voice cut out, making me start again to be heard. I still couldn’t look at him, but I talked to him while making eye contact with that empty chair several rows back. “Beck. Thank you, for letting me know a little bit about you. Thank you for taking a chance on a crazy lady on a date with herself in a bar. For being amazing, for loving me briefly, even when I certainly didn’t deserve it. Thank you for helping me realize some things about myself that I didn’t know, even if one of those things was how much of a shit I was, because I really did need to see it. Thank you for my amazing tattoo and breaking my bed and for making me feel so fucking important. Thank you, and I’m sorry I broke that. I’m sorry I took your loving heart and made it something dirty. I’m sorry I tainted you.”  There was no way to hide that I was crying now, tears from my heart. The ugly kind of cry that was a mix of tears and maybe a little snot. Scrubbing my face with the unused sleeve of my shirt I carried on. Looking over at Bailey, who was watching with a look of shock on her face, and maybe just a little bit of pity, I continued, “Bailey, you have no idea who I am, and we will most likely never meet again after tonight, so just be patient with me for a moment. For years you were just a painting on my wall. A beautiful painting that I could only guess the meaning of. Then I met your brother all these years later and learned just a little bit about your real story. How amazing to find out that Beauty Sleeping was actually Bailey Gallagher, a real woman with a real-life story. Believe me when I say, I am so very happy to see you sitting in that chair right now.”  Walking over to her on shaky legs, I stood in front of her chair.

      “Thank you, everyone, for letting me be here tonight. Thank you, Chessie, for letting me hear your story, and apologize like I should have done immediately when I met you. Thank you for letting me unburden myself here, even though I didn’t have a right to do so. Now, if you will excuse me, that is about as brave as I can be tonight, and I really need to run away. Like right now.” The last part was said out of the ear of the microphone as I slipped it back into Bailey’s hands. She grabbed my hands then as if to keep me there, but the tears streaming down her face ripped me to shreds and I couldn’t stay another second.

      I didn’t bother with the stairs this time, just hopped right down from the center stage and high-tailed it down the aisle. “Regina!” I heard Beck call my name, but I couldn’t, wouldn’t turn around. I had used up every ounce of bravery I had, I couldn’t stop, couldn’t see the rejection on his face. I had to at least have this, let me leave without that humiliation.

      I knew I was pulling a Cinderella again, but at least this time I was leaving with both of my shoes, and my panties intact, if not my pride. I’d said what I needed to say, now I needed to go home and cry.

      Forty-five minutes. That’s how long I was home before the doorbell rang. Long enough to get in the house, scrub the makeup from my already red and ruined face, and throw on my comfiest and ugliest pair of flannel pajama pants, complete with no bra and a grey t-shirt with a hole under the armpit. My bangs were pulled back in a messy clip on the top of my head and I was setting into my bed on the couch with a glass of wine when the harsh ding-dong of the bell sounded throughout the first floor. It was followed, very quickly, by some heavy-handed pounding when I didn’t immediately answer the door.

      “Regina! Answer the door, Regina!”

      Holy shit, it was Beck, and even though some romantic movie watching part of me had fantasized about him following me home from the meeting, the cynical real life part of me thought no way in hell would that ever happen. The pounding was going to have a neighbor calling the police if I didn’t move quickly, and my body moved on its own anyway. Opening the door just a crack, I peered out the one-inch space and took a look at the menacing man on my front porch. Under the glare of the porch light he looked terrifying—like he had just been sprinting for miles. Beck’s hair was standing up in dark spikes, looking for all the world like he had been running his hands through it like crazy. His chest rose and fell rapidly as if he couldn’t get enough air to breathe, and the look on his face was just . . . dangerous. I should not have been turned on by him standing out there looking so distressed, but it was so good to just see him standing that close to me again, I just stood there and drank him in.

      “What happened to you?” I couldn’t figure out why he could be so stressed out.

      “I had to take Bailey home, Cody took Chessie, but I still had to drive my sister across town, and it took me a little bit to get back here.” He was leaning on the doorframe now, still breathing too hard for me to buy that he had just hurried in his truck. “Truck got a flat tire about two miles down that way”—he nodded his head back in the direction of the road—“I got it steered off the road, and I ran the rest of the way here.” Beck had caught his breath right now and was standing in front of my only partially opened door with his eyebrows raised, waiting for me to let him in.

      “Your truck got a flat? And you ran here? You didn’t think to use the phone to call for help?”

      “What? I have triple A, I can call a tow truck later. It’s fine where it’s at, you gonna let me in?”

      “See, here’s the thing,” I murmured shyly, now that I was pretty sure he wasn’t mad at me right now, “I’m not decent.”

      “You naked?”

      “Um, no.”

      “Well damn.” He looked genuinely disappointed for a moment. “Well, if you aren’t naked then that sucks, but then, you are probably decent enough, so just open the door, Regina, like now.” He didn’t wait for me, just shouldered his way into the small space I had made and swung the door open wide. He didn’t even give me a chance to get out of the way, just muscled his way inside my house and crowded my small entryway with his large body, swinging the door shut behind him and effectively trapping me against the narrow corridor wall.

      Oh God, he smelled good, and looked good and probably tasted good, too. Shit. He was too close, and I couldn’t think with his thighs touching mine and my back touching the wall. The last time I was in this position I lost my panties, what was I going to lose tonight?

      Constantly thrown off balance when I was around Beck, he didn’t disappoint me tonight either. Instead of looking down at me to speak, he smashed me to his chest in a crushing bear hug, then rested his chin on the top of my head in a now familiar move, and with my nose still pressed into the buttons of his flannel shirt, he spoke, his voice a gentle rumble, “It is customary to look a person in the eye when you are giving them an apology, Regina.”

      “I’m sorry” my reply was muffled by his shirt, and he still hadn’t let me out of the bear hug.

      “Shut up, I’m telling you a thing. You let me talk because I have some things to say. And then when I am done saying them, I am going to kiss you, and then we won’t be saying anything for a long time, so give me my five minutes.”

      Well then, that was pretty blunt and to the point. I shut up and let him talk.

      “You didn’t look at me and I was upset for a second, but watching you be brave enough to fall apart like that in front of so many strangers, I don’t know that I could have done it myself. I knew you were talking to me though, I heard you, okay?” The tears started leaking out of my eyes, I could tell because the front of his shirt, that was currently swaddling my face, was slowly becoming warm and wet.

      “I’m just a normal guy, Regina. And I’m going to mess up plenty enough on my own. I can’t be taking responsibility for things that some asshole did to you before you even met me, okay?” I could only nod, but he wasn’t waiting for me to answer anyway. “And when you saw Chessie and me coming out of the shop, we were getting ready to head to a meeting. She’d had a really triggering moment and needed a little extra sympathy. I get what it looked like to you, okay, I get that, but your response was to stab first when you should have been asking questions. I have a responsibility to Chessie, and you were hurting her. Removing you from the situation was the only way I could think to keep her calm and from going on a bender. If I am ever wrong, I expect you to talk to me about it, and we will work through it, just like I will with you. You just have to give me the chance to do my own screwing up, not blame me for things I haven’t actually done. Deal?”

      “Don’t tell me to go away again, deal?” I would crack into dust and my particles would fly away on the wind if he ever said those words to me again, so it took a lot for me to put that request out into the world.

      “Deal. Oh, and before I forget, I am supposed to ask you something else. Chessie said that she had never seen anyone lose their shit so thoroughly in front of a bunch of strangers outside of meetings, and you weren’t even part of the program. You have achieved idol status with her, holy shit, I thought I saw actual stars in her eyes when she was talking about you. Also, my sister is pissed that I hadn’t actually mentioned you yet, which I would have, eventually. So, at the request of every-fucking-body that was at the meeting tonight, and my perfectly dysfunctional little tattoo family, would you, Regina, like to accompany me to the meeting next Wednesday?” He let me go and backed up enough that I had room to look up and meet his eyes. The feelings in his gaze took my breath away. He may have said the words lightly and with humor, but the look in his dark eyes was serious and heartfelt. He was opening up his heart and his life to me, showing me vulnerability, and a permanence that was a bit different than an “I love you.” We may have just been in the “I like you a lot” stage of our relationship, but he had the door to his life swung wide open, and was inviting me in to share it with him.

      I walked through that metaphorical doorway without hesitation. “There is nowhere else I would rather be. I quit my job in Las Vegas. Publicly actually, you can google it, so I have zero plans at this time. I am yours, do what you will.”

      “Will do, thanks.” With an involuntary squeak as my world turned upside down, I was unceremoniously slung across Beck’s wide shoulders, fireman style. His large, warm hand slapped a whip crack across my ass, but then rubbed slow circles across the cheeks the ease the sting.

      “Jesus, Beck, must you?”

      “I must,” he said as he walked toward the stairs in no particular hurry. No big deal, just swinging a lady across his shoulders getting ready to ravish her. No biggie. I’m pretty sure I heard him whistling, “Turn down for what,” under his breath, and another thought occurred to me as he took the first step.

      “Beck, I just got it replaced, don’t break my bed.”

      He paused on that first step, and I thought he was considering my words, but he was really just coiling up his legs like springs and bracing to take the steps two at a time in a dead run.

      “I promise nothing,” he yelled over his shoulder at me, which was unnecessary, because my head was hanging halfway down his back, so really, he was just yelling at my ass which was right next to his face. “I promise nothing,” he said again at the top of the stairs, right before he strode into my bedroom and tossed me onto the brand new bed, with its brand new sheets and comforter set. And those were the last words anyone said for quite some time.
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      I like to think of myself as a well-adjusted adult. Someone who makes good decisions and has her head on straight. The problem with that, though, is I am the only person who thinks so, and no matter how hard I try to stay out of trouble it always seems to find me anyway. I don’t do it on purpose, I swear. Normally things have a way of working out—everything turns up Jax—that’s my motto. Angel Jax is my name, and the motto is just a way of saying everything will turn up all right. And it usually did.

      Until it didn’t.

      I made a poor decision, and I saw something I wasn’t supposed to see, and now a person is missing. A girl I knew from the bar I sometimes sang at is gone. Or should I say, “she ran away,” along with a whole lot of money, and the people who are looking for her think I might know something. I don’t know shit about shit, but that doesn’t matter because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Yay me.

      I should probably backtrack a bit. I know my story isn’t making much sense, and if I didn’t know me, I would totally question that part about making good decisions, but in general, I have a pretty level head. I have a great job, my own apartment, great friends and neighbors, and I am completely satisfied with my love life.

      Okay, some of that was a lie.

      I actually have two pretty awesome jobs. I’m a musician; I play gigs in local bars and clubs. I play some original pieces but mostly cover stuff. It’s incredibly fun and fulfilling, but music doesn’t quite pay the bills, so I supplement by writing sometimes funny, always sexy romance novels under a pen name. It doesn’t make me rich, but the two jobs together allow me to live comfortably enough so I can do the things I want and not be shackled by a nine to five like most of America.

      I didn’t lie about the apartment. I really do have a great one; it’s just not a typical apartment community. I live at the Washington Arms, which is a small retirement community. I’m the only person under sixty in the whole place, and the only reason I’m allowed to rent here is because Jolene Kelly is the property owner, and she likes to read my smutty books. Not a lot of people know I write under the pen name Samantha Ice, but I would for sure use that to my advantage if it meant I got a second-floor apartment in a classy part of downtown Toledo with low rent and utilities included. Plus, old people are awesome. My neighbors are amazing, if a little bit nosy, and nosy is ok when you live in the city. It’s like living amongst a friendly neighborhood watch.

      Ok, the love life thing was a lie. It isn’t that I don’t date, I do. A lot. It’s just that I don’t do relationships for some reason. I would like to have a steady boyfriend, but I have the very worst luck with men. Not in finding them, per se. Dicks are swinging left and right in this town; it’s just hard to find a quality man who’s worth interrupting my life for. That’s the difficult part.

      My most intimate and lasting relationship lately is with the magic bullet I keep in my nightstand drawer. It has a hair trigger, and sometimes turns on by itself if I stub my toe on the nightstand, but as long as I have fresh batteries, I’m never without a good O. Orgasms are necessary for good mental health, and if anyone doesn’t agree with that, I will question whether or not they have ever had one.

      There is no shame in using a vibrator either. Whatever gets the job done. I’ve gotten used to getting mine from my friend Regina. And I don’t mean that in a gross, sharing is caring kind of way. Regina used to work for a sex toy wholesaler and I would get toys from her dirt cheap. But then she had some relationship issues, disappeared from the friend circle, and came back like six months later with a new job and a smoking hot, giant, tattooed boyfriend. I mean, good for her, her old boyfriend was a total tool, but I still miss that kickass discount. Also, I’m not jealous of her and her awesome new love life. Not at all. Bitch.

      So I have a satisfying if unconventional life. But I like it, it’s mine, and I am in control of it. That’s more than I can say for most thirty-two-year-olds out there. A lot of women my age are at the stage of their life where they realize the guy they married fresh out of high school really isn’t the one, and now they are trying to figure out how to get back the last fifteen years they wasted on a douche bag. Not me, though, I found out that high school guy wasn’t who I thought he was relatively early on, so I didn’t waste any of my twenties on that turd. I barely even think about him anymore.

      Hardly at all.

      Except for this moment, where I find myself standing in front of the office building he owns, a building I hadn’t been inside of since it belonged to his dad. At the time, I’d been paid ten dollars an hour as a sixteen-year-old to clean in the evening with a group of my girlfriends. That was a sweet job, and Mr. Anderson was an awesome guy. He was a rich guy, so he lived in a different world from us middle-class folks, but still a good guy. He said that giving us teenagers the office cleaning job was a good investment. He didn't have to get into any lengthy contracts, and we could get job experience without having to work in fast food flipping burgers. I don’t think there is any shame in getting money any way you need to, but at sixteen, I was glad to get a paycheck and not smell like fried onions at the end of my shift.

      Nevertheless that was a long time ago, and I haven’t been in that building since. Mr. Anderson has been dead now for almost a year, and there’s a new head dick in charge. It’s still an Anderson, but now it’s Gabe Anderson who wears the suits and sits at the big desk in the office on the top floor. It’s Gabe who gets the office with all the windows, which were a real bitch to clean as I recall. I hadn’t seen Gabe in even longer than Mr. Anderson, but I kept up on what he’d been doing. Not like a jealous ex-girlfriend or anything like that. Gabe Anderson was never my boyfriend.

      He was my very best friend.

      Until he wasn’t.

      But that’s in the past and there’s no reason to think about it now. There never would have been another reason for me to go into that building at all ever again, except for I needed some help. I had gotten involved in something completely out of my control, and if I didn’t get someone to back me up, I was going to end up in trouble.

      The kind of trouble where you end up six feet underground and people say nice things about you and throw roses down on your casket. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t think I had lived long enough to amass enough friends to say nice things about me while they buried me. And I hated roses.
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      I didn’t know why my knees were shaking as I got into the elevator to take me to the third floor of the Anderson building, but it was probably because the elevator dipped between floors, taking my stomach with it, and not in any way because I was nervous about seeing Gabe again. No way could it be that.

      We’d been inseparable as kids. Middle school and through high school. My mom had been Mr. Anderson’s personal assistant for a long time, and Gabe and I were raised almost like brother and sister. Even though he was a year older, we did everything together, until we got to high school and our interests changed, but we were still best friends. Gabe was the popular rich boy who played sports and every girl wanted him to be her boyfriend. I was his chubby sidekick and every girl hated me for that coveted spot under his arm. They didn’t have to hate me for it though; he would never have seen me the way I wanted him to.

      I’d had a mega crush on Gabe Anderson, but he would have never known it. And he was never going to know because I was never going to tell. At one point I’d thought I might work up the courage to say something, but that moment had passed by quickly and made me glad I never went out on that limb. It wasn’t important anymore anyway. The dynamic duo days of Gabe—the high school superstar and Angel-the Chubster-Jax were long gone. I didn’t have those insecurities of developing too early, becoming too round in all the wrong places, and getting made fun of for it any longer, and Gabe Anderson didn’t have the kind of power to make me care about him that way anymore. No. I needed him for something else now.

      The third floor was completely different than I remembered it, but I guess that was to be expected. The carpet was a tan and green scalloped pattern, and not the deep blue and gray that I remembered, and the walls were a warm beige instead of the white of years ago. People change and things change, I thought to myself as I walked down the hall, my shoes making scooting noises on the carpet. I drag my feet when I walk. A bad habit, I know, but at thirty-two years of age I’m probably past the point of correcting that behavior.

      The door to the big office at the end of the hall still looked the same. It was heavy and made of solid wood. I could tell because when I pulled it open, there was resistance like the door was so heavy it took some serious muscle to get it open. Not like a flimsy hollow door that would swing open and slam against the opposite wall if swung too hard. This was definitely a rich man’s door.

      I walked through the doorway and into the outer office. The big office wasn’t just one room. It was a receptionist area and another doorway before you could get to the actual big office. That was another obstacle I had to clear before getting to talk to Gabe, and honestly, it hadn’t occurred to me until I walked into that room that I might not be able to see him. That he might not even want to see me. It had been almost fifteen years since we had seen or said words to each other. I hadn’t even seen him at his father’s funeral, although his mother had said it wasn’t his fault. That he had been on assignment.

      Being special ops meant everything was “on assignment,” and he didn’t get to pick when and where he had to go. It must have been horrible to not have been home for his dad’s funeral, I thought at the time. I took for granted that I could be there, and my mom and I held Mrs. Anderson and let her cry on our shoulders in her son’s stead. She was like an extension of my family, Mrs. Anderson was. But Gabe, I didn’t know him anymore. Not since high school, and that had been a long damn time ago. Then again I was in trouble with some sketchy people now, and I needed Gabe and his particular set of skills, so I had to swallow my pride and walk into that office. If his secretary would let me through, that was.

      “Good afternoon,” she said brightly as the door opened and I walked inside. Her smile dimmed a bit when she took in the scuffed chucks I had bedazzled on the toes, my extra comfortable jeans and slightly off the shoulder sweatshirt I had gotten off the Classic Kinda Ratchet website. I hadn’t thought about what I was wearing when I left the house. I’d been in one of those tunnel vision frames of mind and freaked out over the night before. I’d just dressed in my normal clothes and left the apartment, but now, looking at my posh surroundings, I thought that maybe it would have been better if I would have dressed up a little.

      “Can I…help you?” The pause was a little longer than was necessary, and her disdain for my appearance was not lost on me. Her reddish brown hair was perfectly pulled back into a business chignon, and her dress looked tailored and expensive. Her nose wrinkled a little under her fashionable tortoiseshell glasses, and I wondered if it was possible she was actually as big of a bitch as I thought she was at that moment. I have a tendency to judge early but it isn’t my fault. First impressions are a real thing. On second thought, I probably wasn’t making too good of one myself, considering I’d walked into the office of a fancy investment firm wearing what could be considered “weekend college kid” apparel.

      Starting over, I walked to the desk and gave her my friendliest smile. “Hi, my name is Angel Jax and I was wondering if Gabe is in the office today?”

      Not impressed by my use of his first name, her facial expression didn’t change, but she did look down at her desk and sigh. “Do you have an appointment with Mr. Anderson, Miss Jax, was it?” The emphasis she put on my name pissed me off for one, and for two, I hadn’t called him Mr. Anderson, I’d called him Gabe. Mr. Anderson was his dad and just because she was bound by some sort of professional necessity, didn’t mean I was.

      “I don’t have an appointment to see Gabe,” I told her, reining in my temper so I didn’t rage out and embarrass myself before I even got to ask for my favor. “But if you push that little button on your phone box over there to the left, I am sure he will see me if you tell him I am here.”

      I was swallowing enough pride even coming to him in the first place, but damn if I was going to kowtow to his snotty secretary to make it happen.

      “Mr. Anderson doesn’t see anyone without an appointment,” the secretary said, dropping some of her professional attitude and letting a touch of steel edge her tone. “Now he may have gone out with you once, but you don’t get special privileges just because you spent the night together, honey. Get in line along with the other yesterday’s girls knocking on the door and looking for cash.”

      Excuse me, what did she just say?

      “Look bitch,” I said, my voice rising in anger, no longer caring that I had come to ask Gabe for a favor. All my nerve endings were on fire at the woman who had just accused me of trying to get money out of Gabe. I wasn’t even going to touch how it made me feel to hear that he had a lineup of one-night stands handing around—that kind of stuff was none of my business. “You did not just essentially call me a prostitute, someone you have never met before in your life. Correct? I’m going to give you thirty seconds to change your tone and issue an apology, or I’m going to come over that desk and rattle your chain for you. You need some sense knocked into you lady, going around talking shit like that to strangers.”

      “What in the hell is going on in here?” The other heavy wooden door had opened behind me, and I jumped at the intrusion. I had been prepared to be announced, I hadn’t been prepared for Gabe Anderson to walk out of his office and scare the hell out of me. Secretary Sour face looked triumphant, but I wouldn’t let her get to me. Uppity bitch. I turned around and pasted on my brightest smile. “Hey Gabe, it’s been a while.” Then I promptly forgot what I was going to say.

      Gabe, the boy I remembered from my school days was gone. In his place stood Gabe the man, and I did not recognize the body that stood in front of me. The Gabe I remembered wore jeans and sneakers, hoodies and basketball shorts. Later in life, when I was letting his mom regale me with tales of his heroics, I looked at pictures of him in his army uniform. This man in front of me was none of those things. The man in front of me had a presence.

      I had never seen Gabe in a suit before, and I probably would have been just as tongue-tied as I was now even if I had. His medium brown hair was cut shorter than I remembered it being, but still longer on top than it was in his military photos. His eyes were the same deep brown, but maybe a little harder than they used to be, there were no squinty laugh lines there anymore. He was bigger than I remembered, too. Not taller really but...wider. Like he had thickened up in the arms, chest, legs, and neck. A big man in a suit was a trigger point for me. Some women like athletes and some women like rock stars. I’m a sucker for a nattily dressed guy. A handsome man in a three-piece suit did things to my insides that made me go soft and weak at the knees. Gabe Anderson in a suit made my insides burn like molten lava.

      He didn’t look happy to see me. He did, however, look surprised. “Angel?” he asked, his raised eyebrows the only indication that he was shocked at all to see me. Unfair. I see him and fireworks go off behind my eyeballs, but he sees me for the first time in years and just looks mildly put out. This was not going like I thought it would. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea, but I had already come in and been insulted by his secretary so I would get my digs in while I could and then say piss off to the whole mess.

      “You know what, Gabe, never mind. I can see this was a bad idea. I came here today because I needed some help and I thought you could be the person to do that for me, but I can see that I was wrong. You might want to let your secretary know, though, that not every women in casual wear that walks in the door is last night’s conquest looking for a handout.” I looked over at the snotty woman who had quieted down and was looking at her desk like she was trying to keep busy. “Some of us are just old friends who remember a time when someone else sat in the big office at the end of the hall.”

      Pain ghosted over his face briefly, and I felt immediate regret that I had even brought up his father. I hadn’t meant to make a shitty comment. I was actually remembering the time when his dad had been in charge, and Gabe and I were just kids getting underfoot. I have a good heart most days, but damn if this mouth doesn’t get me in trouble a lot.

      The look was gone as soon as it showed up, and Gabe finally just sighed and said to his secretary, “Jeannette, this is Angel—she’s an old friend of the family.” I blanched a bit at the family part. I was an old friend of his, too. It would have been nice if I could have been introduced that way. But I had to remember my purpose. I was there to ask for help, not to rekindle our friendship. That wouldn’t happen anyway, not after what happened when we were teenagers. But that was in the past. It wasn’t even worth bringing up.

      “Hold my calls for a bit, Jeannette. Come on into the office, Angel.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Anderson,” Jeannette replied politely.

      “Thank you, Jeannette.”

      “No need, Jeannette,” I interjected. “This was a stupid idea, I don’t even know why I came up here. I’m sorry I interrupted your work. It’s not important. I’ll figure it out on my own.” Turning on my heel to walk back out the way I came, I did a quick about-face and looked back to Jeannette. “I’m sorry I called you a bitch.” I wasn’t really, she deserved it, but I had interrupted their day enough. “You do a really good job of filtering out Mr. Anderson’s gold diggers. But, FYI, I’m not one of them. I’ve never been one of those women to him.”

      I walked out of the big office and shut the door behind me. I didn’t know why I was so irritated. By Jeannette and her crappy attitude? By Gabe, who had looked put out to see me? I don’t know what I expected, but I had decided not to ask him for help. My pride had been pricked and dammit, I was aggravated. The slow as hell elevator wasn’t doing anything to take the edge off my irritation either. I don’t know how people get anything done all day if they have to cruise between floors on the slowest elevator in the history of slow. This was an empire, a company that had more money than they knew what to do with. An investment firm with a rickety elevator, how embarrassing.

      The late spring breeze that blew across my skin when I walked out of the large glass doors of the first floor had a touch of wet to it, like rain that hadn’t started but was on its way. Perfect for my gloomy mood. What had possessed me to think I could just walk into that office after not seeing him for fifteen years and he would just say, “Oh hey Angel, it’s been a long time but, yes, whatever you need.” Fifteen years ago, it wouldn’t have even been a question. Now, too much time had passed for that kind of devotion.

      The Anderson building wasn’t tall, only three floors high, but it was really long. It sprawled out over a huge area, which never seemed to bother me when I was younger. Now, though, as I angry stomped around the side of the building to get to the lot where my vehicle was parked, it seemed like an endless sea of concrete between my Jeep and me. If it rains tonight it will be muddy tomorrow, I thought to myself excitedly. I loved driving through mud holes in my Jeep. I would definitely do that if I could just figure out how to solve my current problem of the missing money, and the shit I’d seen that I shouldn’t have. I really couldn’t be making plans for having fun until I had that taken care of.

      “You’re talking to yourself.”

      I couldn’t even control the shriek that flew out of my mouth as I whirled on the person who had snuck up behind me and scared the life half out of me.

      “Gabe, what the hell!” He had walked right up next to me and I hadn’t even heard him coming. His raised eyebrows registered surprise that I was surprised.

      “I’ve been walking behind you for like, ten seconds. You are completely oblivious to your surroundings. I’m surprised you haven’t been taken out be an accident by now.”

      “I’m on the sidewalk, Gabe. Unless a car comes flying up onto the sidewalk, I doubt I am in any kind of danger. Also, how did you even get down here so fast? That elevator is slow as hell.” There was no way he could have caught up to me if he even took the elevator right after I did, it was that slow.

      “Angel, no one takes the service elevator anymore. It’s only three floors. I took the stairs. Also, I have a private elevator, but I don’t really use that either. Never mind that. Why did you come to my office today? It couldn’t have been just to get in a fight with my assistant and then leave.” He stopped walking and I was forced to do the same, or I would walk away from him while he was talking and that was just rude.

      “What did you need help with? You don’t strike me as the type who would be into investments, but even so, I don’t really do that. I came home to keep an eye on things, but Anderson Investment really runs itself. I’m just a figurehead.” Head cocked sideways, he looked at me with curiosity. His comment about me not being the type to make investments kind of rubbed me the wrong way on account of us not having spoken in fifteen years and him not knowing what my type was anyway. But the other things he said, about not really doing investments—I knew that part. That wasn’t why I had come to him in the first place.

      “Gabe, I know all that. I don’t need someone to move money around for me, and anyway, my issue is sort of an emergency. I needed your help for something different, but I’ve changed my mind.” I was having a hard enough time trying not to stare at grown up Gabe in a suit standing next to me. I didn’t want to forget I was mad at his secretary and by association, him. It didn’t have to make sense, it was just how I felt, and feelings aren’t right or wrong, they just are.

      “I’ll figure it out,” I continued, looking him in the eyes and smiling more brightly than I felt. “Everything will work out.” A hint of a smile flirted at the corner of his mouth, and for a second I got a glimpse of my old friend Gabe, the one I thought hung the moon. The Nutella to my cookie.

      “Everything comes up Jax, huh?” he asked softly, the breeze picking up strands of his sandy brown hair and lifting it from his face.

      “I’m surprised you remember that,” I said, almost under my breath. The ghost of a smile disappeared immediately and Gabe’s eyes turned hard and squinty again.

      “You would be surprised what I remember.” There was ice in his tone now. I was already irritated, and if he was looking for an argument, I was almost in a frame of mind to give him one. “I remember that my best friend in the whole world completely stopped talking to me and wouldn’t tell me why. Then comes waltzing into my office fifteen years later asking for a favor like she didn’t rip my guts out when we were younger. I remember that shit clear as day.”

      I saw red.

      “I didn’t stop talking to you, Gabriel Anderson. You ghosted me. You joined the army and left town before the summer was even out. You never even said you were enlisting. You didn’t even tell your best friend in the whole world that you were going to become career military. I had to hear that shit from your mom. So don’t you even come at me with that bullshit. Did you even tell Lila that you were joining the army? Did you even tell your girlfriend that you were leaving for, like, forever?”

      “Lila Dickerson?” The face that had been void of expression previously, now showed his confusion completely. Gabe was looking at me like I had grown a second head. “Why would I tell Lila Dickerson anything? She wasn’t my girlfriend. I went out with her maybe three times and certainly didn’t have the kind of relationship with her that would require me to run any of my personal plans by her. Also, I would have told you about my decision, but you had stopped speaking to me right before the year was up. You didn’t even go to my graduation.”

      I most certainly had gone to his graduation, I just didn’t sit with his parents, so they didn’t know I was there. I may have been angry with him over what I had seen and overheard, but I was still proud of my friend. I went to his damn graduation, and I clapped louder than anyone else when they called his name. Asshole.

      “I swear to God, Angel,” Gabe continued his tirade, his voice growing louder, reminding me that we were standing in the parking lot behind his building where anyone and their cousin Dave could hear us arguing. “I swear to God, if you ruined our friendship just because you thought I got a girlfriend I will never forgive you.”

      “Never forgive? Are you fucking kidding me?” I was whisper screaming now. Man, did he just accuse me of some petty shit right there. “That isn’t the case at all, you dumbass, considering I was still your best friend through your previous six girlfriends, remember?” I ticked them off on my hands as I listed them. “Katie Payton your freshman year, Hailey Peterman, Kelly Abraham and Alice Michelson your sophomore year. Must have had a slump because there were only two your junior year, and senior year you were mostly single until Lila. I could never be pissed because you had a damn girlfriend, Gabe.” I was positively panting now I was so irate. “And fuck you for thinking so.” I was thirty-two years old now, and even to my ears it sounded like some petty high school shit, but those were my feelings. Feelings are what they are, right or wrong.

      “Then tell me so I understand. What exactly are you talking about right now?” There was zero recollection in his eyes, and I was not in a place where I even felt like explaining it to him. Gabe had that angry look again.

      I didn’t have time for this. I had some shit to figure out real fast and in a hurry or something bad could happen to my friend Mel. There was a statute of limitations on the amount of playtime I had before shit started getting real. Real dangerous.

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Gabe,” I said tiredly, and started walking across the parking lot to my Jeep. I was stopped by a large hand on my arm that turned me around to face an angry Gabe once again.

      “I would like very much to talk about this right now,” Gabe said, his mouth a stern line marring the handsomeness of his face. “It’s been fifteen years and I’m finally finding out what was eating your ass. I think you owe me an explanation.”

      “I am not fighting with you outside in a parking lot.”

      “You were just fighting with my assistant in front of my office. I fail to see the difference.” Gabe folded his arms across his chest, and I couldn’t help but notice the pull of his shirtsleeves as they tightened at the shoulders. He must have ditched the jacket before he came down to catch me. I was an idiot for noticing.

      “Gabe, I don’t have time for this.” And I really didn’t. “I’m in a bit of trouble and I need to find someone who can help. I should have just gone to the police.” The police comment got his attention and his posture changed, but I didn’t have time for any further explanation.

      I heard the screeching of brakes as a car that had been careening into the parking lot came to a halt behind me. I barely had time to turn and look before rough hands grabbed me and flung me into the back seat. I was laid across several laps, and heard Gabe’s shout of surprise before the door was slammed shut and the car took off again. Less than ten seconds. That was all it took for me to be snatched right out of the parking lot right in front of Gabe.

      Goddammit. I had run out of time.
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      She was taken right in front of me. I’d been so busy rehashing shit from fifteen years ago and watching a string of different emotions fly across her face that I didn’t even hear the car approach. There was no time to react before she was grabbed and flung into a black town car that peeled out of the parking lot of my own damn building. She was grabbed on my turf after she came to me for help.

      Shit piss hell damn.

      This must have been the trouble she was talking about before we both got angry and started yelling at each other. I’d been back in town for almost a year and she had never tried to contact me. I hadn’t tried to contact her either, but I sure as shit bugged my mom for all the information I could. Mom always thought we would grow up and get married to each other, but that was mom’s dream, it was never what Angel and I wanted.

      At any rate, it didn’t make sense that Angel would be mixed up in anything nefarious. Nefarious was my business, and since I’d come back to Toledo, I tried to keep track of all the troublemakers. Angel Jax was not on that list, and it was my job to be informed. Well, to most people my job was being the head of Anderson Investments, and that was what my dad wanted for me, too. His dream was me taking over the company someday, but it was never my dream. And it chapped my ass to agree with Angel, but the truth was, she was right. I had run into the military without telling her. I hadn’t told anyone—not even my mom and dad until the last minute.

      The pressure of following in my dad’s footsteps, of having my college and my future picked out for me before I even knew what I wanted to do—it had been too much. So I ran. I joined the military right after high school and it stuck with me. Mom and dad forgave me early, they were my parents, of course they would. I didn’t get a chance to ask Angel for forgiveness. She managed to avoid me those early days when I only got a couple days to come home on leave. By the time I was invested in the military enough to take actual time when I wanted to, she was off to college on the west coast. It looked like Angel and I had some things to discuss before we were okay with each other. Clearly there were misunderstandings on both sides of the fence.

      My parents thought I was going to be career military, but that wasn’t actually true. I put my time in with the United States government, and I did my duty as a soldier, but my specialized skills weren’t actually put to use on formal assignment. See, in the army, you are at the mercy of your orders, and those orders need to be carried out no matter what. I’m not really the kind of guy who likes to be told what to do, especially considering good guy and bad guy can be a really gray area on a worldly scale. I do better making my own decisions, taking my own jobs, and after a few years of trial and error, I found that working independently allowed me the freedom to become good at all kinds of things. Personal protection and information gathering. Those were my specialties. And from what she hinted at, Angel knew that about me, which meant she must have been coming to me for some kind of protection, and I let her get snatched right out of my hands like some dickhead who didn’t know what he was doing.

      Now, I may be an asshole, but I most definitely know what I’m doing. I may have been retired from the bodyguard business, I may be a guy in a suit running the family empire, but I still had my hands in the information network.

      Jogging up the private stairs to my office, I pulled my cell out of my pocket and punched in the number that would get me to Dino. He and I went back a ways because we had worked together on some projects. We weren’t close friends exactly, I don’t know if Dino actually had any close friends, to be honest. Dude was a complete spook and could change his personality at will to blend in. We did, however, respect each other’s skill set. Dino was in the area, from what I remembered. He might know of some underlying issue that would necessitate someone being snagged out of a parking lot. Some shit must be going down for civilians to get nabbed out in broad daylight, especially someone with a squeaky clean background like Angel.

      “Jeannette,” I said as I stepped from my office into the waiting area occupied by her desk, “Code Yellow.” I saw her straighten, eyes going wide behind her glasses. Jeanette wasn’t just my personal assistant at the company, she and I went back a ways, too. She knew stuff about me and I knew stuff about her. It was a pretty good working relationship. She knew that our code yellow meant missing person, and her whole demeanor changed as she snapped to attention, awaiting orders.

      “Yeah, Boss? Is it something that has to do with that girl who was just here?” She and Angel may not have hit it off, but it really wasn’t Jeanette’s fault. I was a guy with a lot of money at my disposal, and after my dad passed away and I took over as head of Anderson Investments, they oozed out of the woodwork. Money Bunnies was what Jeanette called them. She could probably make a full time job out the work she put into keeping the gold diggers out of my way. Desperate women could get really creative with extortion, even if they have never met the man they were trying to get money from. If I had actually slept with even half of the women who came forward claiming to have a relationship with me, my dick would probably snap right off. That was par for the course of having a lot of money. And as the son of a highly successful business mogul, I had more money than I could spend. I didn’t ask for that to be my life, it just was. I was lucky I had Jeanette to go to bat for me. She was a good woman who had been through some rough shit. I was grateful to have her in my admittedly small trust circle.

      “Angel really is an old friend, Jeanette. Actually, for a long time she was my best friend. Some horseshit happened when we were kids and we haven’t talked for a really long while, but she came here for help and ended up getting kidnapped in the parking lot.” Jeanette’s eyes widened even further at that. I watched as she removed the tortoiseshell glasses I knew were just for show, and she placed them on the desk next to her. She was all business now.

      “What do you need me to do, Boss?” That was it, Jeanette was on board, and with my heart thundering in my chest—probably with the fear of having watched someone I once cared about getting yanked off the street right in front me—I gave instructions.

      “I’m trying to get ahold of Dino but he isn’t answering.” That was no big scare, Dino rarely answered. You either left a text or a voice mail and he would get back to you, on Dino time. I didn’t have the luxury of waiting for Dino time to roll around, so I was going to hammer at him from all angles. He was going to be the guy with the knowledge to help, so I would do what I had to do to get that sly fucker’s attention.

      “Every number we have on file from Dino, I want you to hammer it, Jeanette. Call then text. Then wait ten seconds and try the next number. I don’t know what phone he’s using, he has like fifteen numbers on file.” A different number for every personality, or part that he played. It worked for Dino, because he was amazing at what he did, an actor of grand talent. He went undercover like no one’s business to get intel, and he made his money that way. Buying, selling, and trading information. Dino had recently fallen from a pretty high place, and he had some serious ties to people with power, but that also made him very dangerous. We worked together on occasion, but I never knew if I could trust him, or if he would sell me out to the highest bidder.

      Well, I was a rich man. I could probably trust him so long as I always had the cash to be the highest bidder.

      “Got it.” Jeannette nodded firmly. “Annoy Dino until he is forced to return the call. What is our intel so far?” She didn’t ask unnecessary questions—that was another thing I liked about Jeannette. She could see me visibly distressed but knew enough not to comment on it. All business, I could respect that.

      So, I laid it out for her. “Who is running around in a black, late model Lincoln with tinted windows that looks straight out of a mob movie? Not cops. There were four people that I counted, but I only saw the two that were in the back because they got out of the vehicle to snag her. One was totally rough looking, probably a low-rank user, the other one looked like someone’s grandpa. No rhyme or reason, but they didn’t even stop to talk, harass or threaten. They just took her. I need to know what kind of underground shit is going on, relatively recently, that might provoke such an occurrence.” I rolled my shoulders back and forth to remove some of the tension that had been building since I opened my office door to see Angel standing there arguing with Jeanette.

      “If you make it through the phone list and he hasn’t responded, start over. Do whatever you have to do to get his attention.”

      “Shall I send nudes, then?” Jeannette asked dryly, voice heavily laced with sarcasm. I couldn’t fault her. One common denominator for all of Dino’s personalities was that he was a colossal flirt. It was like he lived to ignite panties. He didn’t even need to follow through with sleeping with women, it was just like some amusing game to him, to say shocking things or work women up. It irritated Jeanette beyond reason when he turned that charm on her, but I had never had enough interest to look more deeply into why that was.

      “I doubt that will be necessary, but thanks for offering. You keep trying to get ahold of Dino however you can. I’m going see what I can turn up as well.” I disappeared into my office, confident Jeannette would complete her task. She always did. I cracked my knuckles and stared at my computer screen before I started typing away. This was the work I was good at. This shit was my bread and butter. Protection. Reconnaissance. Retrieval. I was a badass mercenary, and I could do anything, so why were my hands shaking as they moved across the keys? I knew. I was pissed. Regardless of what had happened since we had become adults, at one point in time, Angel Jax had been one of the most important people in the world to me. We may have been out of touch, but time wasn’t going to change that. Someone had taken something that belonged to me, and I would turn the streets upside down to find her.

      Goddamnit, Angel, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?
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      The snatch may have happened quickly, but we were in the car for a long time. It felt like forever, and I had to lie across the laps of two grown men the entire way. After they had slung me into the car, I had my hands pulled behind my back and what felt like a roll of duct tape wound around them. Whatever it was, it was strong, and even pulling as hard as I could, I could not get my hands free. Not that I had a lot of options to move. My face was smashed onto the knees of one person, and after placing a loose canvas bag over my head, he placed a hand on the back of my neck, keeping my head down. That was fine by me—I would rather have my head held immobile on his knees than bouncing around anywhere else—like his lap. The rest of my body was free, but I still couldn’t move. To fit in the backseat of the vehicle I had my legs curled up under me. Lackey number two had his arms across my knees to keep me from moving.

      “If you can promise not to kick around, miss,” he said in an absurdly polite tone, “I won’t tie your legs together. You will need to walk as soon as we get out of the car anyway.” There were four people in the car that I could tell, the two in the back with me, a driver, and then someone in the passenger seat. I didn’t get a look at any faces, but I saw bodies and arms, so I knew that there were four of them. Why there were four of them in the car when it only took about ten seconds to yank me right out of the parking lot mid conversation, I didn’t know. But then again, maybe they were prepared for me to be a tougher catch than I was. I sure showed them.

      “Who are you guys? Where are you taking me?” I aimed the question at the man who seemed the nicest, but he didn’t answer. No one did. As a matter of fact, no one said another word the entire drive, which could have lasted hours for all I knew. I was stuck in a tomb of silence, listening to nothing but road noises and the sound of the local oldies station on the radio the entire way, strung across the laps of two strangers with my head covered and my hands bound behind my back. Terrified wasn’t even a word that could begin to describe what I was feeling, but it was the only word that came to mind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When the car did finally come to a halt for the last time, the silence of the ride had permeated my consciousness and the sound of the doors opening was deafening. I don’t know if not speaking during the ride had been a terror tactic, but whether or not that was the desired effect was irrelevant. My knees were weak and I could barely stand, even after being hauled to my feet and led like a pony through a maze of rooms. I knew the floor was concrete because I could feel it underneath my shoes, and also underneath my face when the toe of my Chucks dragged against the ground and I tripped forward, breaking my fall with the front of my body. I couldn’t stop the cry of pain as my shoulder made contact with the ground first. Yep, definitely concrete.

      “This isn’t going to work, guys,” a nasally male voice rang out above me. “Unless one of you wants to carry her, just cut her loose. She isn’t going to go anywhere, and if we bring her to Chaz with bruises on her, he is gonna be pissed.”

      Large hands grabbed me from under my armpits and hauled me to my feet. The bag was removed from my head first and the kind voice from earlier said, “We’ll free your hands so you have better balance, but I’m going to need you to follow orders and stay in line. Nobody here wants to hurt you.” The face in front of me was the owner of the words just now and in the car. He looked just like he sounded, like a kindly uncle next door. He had salt and pepper hair and was wearing khaki slacks and a green zippered cardigan. I had apparently been kidnapped by Mr. Rogers. Definitely not thug material.

      “Speak for yourself. I wouldn’t mind taking a crack at her.” Another voice this time, and I could tell by sound alone he was a nasty piece of work. A new face appeared in front of me and I felt someone from behind me cut through the tape holding my hands behind my back. They weren’t gentle, but they were precise as the bonds were removed quickly. I rubbed my sore wrists and rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the ache that bloomed in the center of my back.

      The new face of Mr. Nasty, as I had decided to call him, was too close to me, and I stepped back to put some more distance between us, bringing myself up against a hard body directly behind me. Two hands reached out to steady me, but they were firm. I got the message. That was as far as I went in that direction, but hell if I wanted the gaunt face of the creeper in front of me to get any closer.

      The color of his hair was impossible to determine as it was so greasy it hung in dark matted strands around his scab-covered face. Seeing my obvious discomfort, he grinned, and stepping even closer to me, laughed directly in my face.

      Oh God, the smell.

      The few teeth that were left in his mouth were grey or black, with shriveled up gums that pulled away at the roots. His fetid breath hit me square in the nose and I gagged. Screw being held in place. I pushed myself as far back against the body behind me as I could. That man had the mouth of a corpse and I wanted him nowhere near me.

      “Back off, Tweaker,” the smooth voice said from behind me. “I don’t know why Chaz keeps you around, but you aren’t in charge here. Also, I doubt you would know what to do with her if you had her. So don’t embarrass yourself, and back the fuck up.” One hand shot from behind me and shoved Mr. Nasty in the chest, not hard, but enough to move him to the side. The same hand then grabbed me by the shoulder, directing me to move. “Let’s go,” the voice said. I had no choice but to move in the direction I was being guided. The voice behind me had called that man tweaker. It made sense. That was a meth mouth like I had only seen in pictures on the internet.

      With my face and hands free I able to maintain my balance on my own, but that hand stayed on my shoulder, steering me through various warehouse rooms. I had no idea where I was, but it was dark, and there were huge metal shelving units full of boxes all around. I had no idea what was in them, and I didn’t get a chance to even ask before I was led into a clean, better lit area.

      This area looked like a section of offices, and as we walked down a carpeted hallway, I tried to get a grip on my scattered emotions. Calm down, I thought to myself. I can see getting murdered in a dirty warehouse, but this is an office area. With carpet. Nobody wants to clean blood out of the carpet. I don’t know why I think the weird shit I do, it just happens. It had about zero percent effectiveness in calming my nerves as well. I had just been kidnapped in broad daylight, I doubt these guys were above killing me and dumping my body wherever. Or not. I didn’t really have any experience with thugs, so I wasn’t sure what to expect, and it was that fear—that not knowing—that made things all the worse.

      Our destination was apparently an office at the end of the hallway, neither to the right nor the left, but the hallway actually stopped outside of the office door. The person who I had come to know as just “the hand” on my shoulder actually stepped in front me to open the door, and I saw him for the first time. It almost made me forget that I was kidnapped, he was that good looking.

      A plain leather blazer hung on broad shoulders but narrowed at the waist. He wore a black shirt as a first layer, the kind that was probably a size too small and accentuated every muscle underneath it. It left pretty much nothing to the imagination. This guy had a body that sold product on magazine pages, and a face to match. Olive complexion, just a touch exotic, and a sensual mouth. I don’t know another word for lips like that; they looked like they were made for loving.

      He caught me staring at his mouth, and I felt a blush burning my cheeks as he threw me a wink before turning back to the still unopened door. “Gordon, Eddie, you come in with me. Tweak, you stay outside, your job is done.” The greasy, bad-breathed dirtball behind me was outraged at the exclusion. Apparently he was getting kicked out of the boys club? He could take my place if he wanted. I didn’t ask to be invited to this party.

      “Bullshit, D, I did the work too, I’m coming in. It isn’t fair,” he whined pitifully from behind me. Even from my spot in front of him, I could smell the foul odor coming from his mouth when he talked. He was probably a walking infection, and I gagged a little at the thought. A hand grabbed my hair, painfully yanking back and causing me to let out an agonizing yelp.

      “I’m gonna ask the boss to let me keep her when he’s done. She’s thick. I like it.” As he said the words while wrenching me back against him by my hair, I felt his other hand come up and squeeze my breast. Hard.

      Fuck this.

      Yeah, I was scared, but I was also grossed out, and if I was going to die today, I was for sure going to go out fighting. Before anyone else could move I brought my head back quick and hard, and heard, as much as felt, the bones crunch as I connected with his nose. He screamed and let go immediately, so I whirled around and planted my foot straight in his groin.

      “The hell you say,” I spat as he howled in pain. He’d been too busy clutching his broken nose when I kicked him, and had no time to protect his vulnerable parts, so he dropped like a hot rock when I jacked him in the nuts. “Touch me again and I’ll kill you.” It was an empty threat, of course, I had no means with which to do such a thing, and I was absolutely outnumbered in that cramped hallway in front of the scary office door. But no fucking way was I letting that greasy meth head put his hands on me again. That was some nightmare shit right there.

      “You deserved that, Tweak,” the handsome bad guy said to the crying ball on the floor. “You settle down,” he said to me as he put his hand on the doorknob. “If you can be calm, you can walk in and sit on the couch. If you’re going to stay riled up, I can throw you over my shoulder and toss you in there. Your choice, Angel.” I didn’t like that he knew my name. I also didn’t like that he was threatening me after I was just assaulted by the other guy. I narrowed my eyes at him but said nothing. He had just lost handsome points in my book.

      “All right, guys that’s enough. Boss is waiting,” the nasal guy said, and as he walked up next to me I got my first look at him. Fire engine red. That was the color of his hair. I had never seen hair that red on a human in real life. His eyes were green and his pale face was covered with a spray of freckles. It had been a background noise all this time, but I finally figured it out. He whistled when he breathed. It was difficult keeping track of all of these people when I didn’t know their names. The guy called D had said the names Gordon and Eddie. I had no idea who was who, and my brain demanded I identify my attackers, so I decided to call the red-headed heathen next to me, “Whistler,” after the sound he made when he breathed.

      “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting. You know that,” the man I now referred to as Mr. Rogers said as he gently pressed me towards the door. “Everyone off the boat.” Then the door opened and we walked in single file, D first, then the Whistler, me, and Mr. Rodgers. A regular fucking cast of characters on a shit show television program.
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      I have never been so scared in my entire fucking life. He sat there, calmly waiting as we filed in and took our seats. I sat on the couch like I was instructed. D and Mr. Rogers sat on either side of me. It was a small couch, more of a loveseat, really, and our thighs touched, we were so cramped. The Whistler took up his position next to the man at the big desk against the far wall. I couldn’t stop my legs from trembling from the nerves, and I hated that my legs were touching the two men next to me, because surely they could feel how afraid I was. I knew what this was about. The fucking bag of money Melody had taken off with.

      The man at the desk was clearly in charge, his entire aura screamed bad man. He was a handsome man, but in a clean cut ordinary way. He had dark wavy hair and a strong jawline. His burgundy dress shirt was open at the neck, and I could see several thin gold chains hanging there. Appropriate crime boss accessories. There was nothing about him that stuck out as particularly intimidating except for his eyes. They were expressionless, cold, and hard. Those were dead eyes. The eyes of a sociopath.

      He just sat there silently, not saying a word. The silence became so uncomfortable I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could, he uttered his first words.

      “Why was Bernard screaming in the hallway?” he asked softly. There was no anger in his voice, but I saw Whistler’s posture straighten and he looked nervously at the door like he was getting in trouble for allowing the noise to disturb the master in his office. It was D who spoke first.

      “Your boy put his hands on the merchandise. She didn’t like it so she dropped him.”

      He rubbed his finger against his mouth in apparent thought and inhaled deeply, then exhaled and rolled his head from side to side, cracking his neck in the process. “Bernard should know better than to put his hands on anything of mine,” he said, and the words chilled me to my bones. He was calling me his like I was a thing. Property. An inanimate object without the means to think or speak. Knowing that was terrifying.

      “Do you know why you are here?” He looked at me and nodded, like he was giving me permission to speak. Words are something I am normally never short on, but this time they seemed to be failing me, because I opened my mouth but nothing would come out. I was too afraid. A sharp elbow hit me in my ribs on the left hand side. Mr. Fucking Handsome jabbed me to get me to talk and the breath left my lungs in a whoosh.

      “I think I’m here because I saw something I shouldn’t have.” The words came out with a wheeze. I shot Sexy lips bad man a glare but he refused to look at me. He would only look ahead at the man behind the desk. Everyone in the room was looking at him.

      “Oh, Angel, if only that were the case. You see, you didn’t just see something you shouldn’t have, you interrupted something you shouldn’t have.” The man drummed his fingers on the top of the desk for a moment, then pinned me with an icy stare. “Do you know who I am?”

      My legs were trembling violently now. I was afraid to answer. I had no idea who he was but for some reason I was terrified to give the wrong answer. Like my survival depended on whether or not I knew the name of the man sitting in front of me.

      “My name is Chaz Malone, it’s nice to meet you, Angel.”

      Dear God, I was going to die in this warehouse. Chaz Malone was as close to mafia as we got out here in the Glass City. We weren’t a big enough metropolis to have syndicates or anything, but we were right on the banks of Lake Erie, one of the five great lakes of the US of A. A lot of stuff came in and out of our harbor, and brought some nefarious shit around. One common denominator through all of that, though, was Chaz Malone. I only knew the name, not what he looked like. I had always pictured him as a tubby crime boss with a receding hairline and a mustache. This younger than middle-aged man in front of me with the expressionless eyes was somehow more terrifying.

      “He was hurting her.” To be fair, Melody and her boyfriend, who I assume was working for Chaz, were having one hell of an argument in the alley, and it seemed like there was some equal opportunity slapping around going on, but still. I knew Melody from work. I didn’t know her know her, but she had always been nice to me. The only thing I knew about her boyfriend was his name. And that he had it out for me after I knocked him on his ass when he was going to take a swing at Melody. It wasn’t like I could act like I didn’t see them. I had just got done playing a gig. I would have to walk right through them and their bitch session to get to my car, carrying my equipment all the way.

      “Ah, yes, a domestic altercation.” Chaz nodded thoughtfully. “See, here’s the thing, Angel, I don’t do domestic. It’s bad for business. You getting involved in domestic, is bad for my business. What exactly did you think was going on in that alley?”

      It was a deceptively easy conversation, and I found myself forgetting to be on guard as I told my side of the story. No one had asked for what I saw, only assumed that I knew things that I didn’t know. The only reason that I knew there was money involved was that Melody’s boyfriend Ron screamed it at me as he chased after her. “Great job, you bitch!” he’d yelled as she’d gotten into her car and taken off at a breakneck pace. “She’s got all the money. Fuck. I’m a dead man. Fuck you, bitch, this is your fault.” I didn’t even know Melody was missing until she stopped showing up to work her shift at Nasta’s. Jesse had called me to see if I had heard from her. Apparently she no call no showed too many days in a row and got fired.

      I guess if I skipped town with a bunch of cash I wouldn’t bother to call off work either, especially if I wasn’t planning on coming back. She must not have cared too much for her boyfriend, though, because she peeled out of that parking lot and left his ass in a cloud of dust. I told Chaz the whole story, thinking surely he would see the folly. I couldn’t have had anything to do with his missing money. I wasn’t even involved.

      “All I did was break up a couple fighting in an alley. Anyone would have done the same,” I said as I finished my story. Chaz had been listening attentively, never interrupting me once. He waited until I was completely done talking before he spoke again.

      “Maybe someone else might have, Angel, but that isn’t the case. You did, and the money that my associate was supposed to bring back to me is now gone. I want my money.”

      “Then why don’t you ask Ron where she might have gone?” That seemed the obvious answer, and the question earned me another jab in the ribs from sexy lips on my left.

      “You are a mouthy one, aren’t you?” Chaz asked with a grin. It wasn’t a nice grin, not friendly at all. It was an oily smile, a smile that said he was thinking bad things and couldn’t wait to tell me about them. “The truth is that Ron really is the one responsible for the loss of the money, but unfortunately, he is also missing now. He came back to tell me that she had taken the money and that it was your fault, and then he was gone. I never took him to be a flight risk, but I am assuming he skipped town to either A – be with his girlfriend or B – to avoid punishment. Regardless, he is not here. Do you even know what they were arguing about?”

      I had no freaking clue. I just knew that there were swinging arms, and Ron was pulling on Melody, trying to drag a bag off her shoulder.

      “Melody was trying to steal my money. Money from a deal Ron had carried out, and that was supposed to be brought directly to me. Instead, you interrupted that and enabled her to get away—with my five hundred thousand dollars.”

      Holy fucking shit that was a lot of money.

      “What the hell kind of business deal goes down that requires a bag full of that kind of cash?” I couldn’t take the question back. I wish I had never asked it. “Please don’t tell me,” I mumbled to myself and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Look at me, Angel,” he demanded, and gone was the quiet and icy demeanor. Now there was a fire-breathing dragon behind the desk. The careful mask of calm he had been wearing was cracking and the flames of his anger were heating up the air. I felt sweat start beading up on the back of my neck and trickling down my spine. Something bad was going to happen to me, I knew it.

      “I am out an employee and my money, and there is no one here to take the blame but you,” he thundered, smashing his hand down on the desk in his first physical expression of anger. No one else in the room moved and I had nowhere to go, sandwiched between the two men on the sofa as I was.

      “Now, I could just kill you as punishment because I am so very fucking angry,” Chaz continued, more calmly, now that he had let off some steam. “But that won’t get my money back. I could send out some men to track down Ron and Melody, and I am sure they could be found, but that could take days, and that means expending more resources for that payoff.” Chaz got up from the desk and walked in front of it, slowly making his way to stand in front of me. I pushed as far back into the cushions as I could go, but there was no escape. He reached up with one hand and grasped my chin, turning my head from side to side and gauging me like he was judging horseflesh.

      “I don’t know why I should exert all that extra effort, when you are right here, Angel. I can get that money from you.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. I did okay for myself, but there was no way I could come up with that kind of cash.

      “I don’t have that kind of money,” I whispered through lips as dry as a dessert. He still had a hold of my chin and I had no choice but to look him in the eye even though my entire body was screaming for me to look anywhere else but at him.

      “Oh, I know you don’t.” He laughed like I had made a joke. “But your buyer will. I can make my money back in a minute with you. Did you know there is a whole fetish for your body type? Those curves will make my money back in no time.”

      “Please don’t give me to that walking dead man in the hallway.” I didn’t care that I was begging, I couldn’t handle it if he put his foul hands on me again. I couldn’t.

      “Bernard? He can’t afford you. Oh Angel, you are so funny. I wasn’t kidding when I said I want my money back. You will go to the highest bidder. There’s a market for your kind.”

      Bile welled up in my throat and my stomach lurched at his words. He finally let go of my chin and stepped away. “Sell me to whom? For what? What would they do with me?” Panic was setting in and my words came out fast and high-pitched. Chaz didn’t even turn around.

      “It isn’t my business what they do with you after I have my money. Transaction complete. Maybe they do snuff porn, sex torture, maybe you will be resold several times over. I don’t know and I don’t care.” Chaz pulled his phone out of his pocket and started walking towards the door. “Come with me, D, I have other things I want to discuss. Eddie, Gordon, tie her back up. Leave her here until I figure out where I want her moved to.”

      I was frozen in fear, even as the redhead, who I assumed was Eddie, held my hands in front of me this time and wound more duct tape around my wrists. I didn’t fight him, I was too afraid. Then he got my ankles, but at least I was still sitting on the couch and not scrunched across laps in the backseat of the car, so thank goodness for small miracles. It wasn’t until the bag was placed over my head, and I heard D talking to Chaz as they walked out the door that I found my voice.

      “I think I might know a buyer,” D said in that smooth and unaffected voice of his as the door was shut behind them.

      Then the bag was placed over my head again and the lights were turned out. I heard the door shut again as Eddie and Gordon left the room and a lock clicked. That’s when I screamed. And screamed and screamed. There was no answer. I was truly alone.
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      Anger flooded through me as I looked down at my phone. Dino had finally responded with some news, two hours after Jeanette and I started pinging his phones, and it was not good. Angel had inadvertently gotten mixed up with Chaz Malone, a real live bad guy. Chaz Malone was a sociopath, and he prided himself on being a good businessman. The problem was, Chaz’s “business” depended on his mood at the time. He made his money any way that seemed profitable, and a lot of that was on the fringes of what was legal. Hell, I don’t think the laws of man held much appeal to Chaz, mostly because he did whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, to whomever he wanted.

      The words private auction zipped across my phone screen, twisting my guts and making my blood run cold. That bastard was going to sell Angel. I had gotten a lot of information from Dino in the last twenty minutes, and it scared the shit out of me. Not because it was something I couldn’t handle. I could. But because it was happening to Angel, and what could happen to her if I wasn’t around or didn’t get my ass in gear in enough time. She wasn’t even in the state anymore, and I had a few different stops to make before I could even go get her. I didn’t have time to change my clothes, but that was ok, my suit would work just fine. It was a business suit, and if there was anything Chaz would show respect to in this world, it was another businessman.

      I blasted out of my office, still looking down at my phone to find Jeannette in the corner behind her desk. She was crouched on the ground in front of the safe, and I only knew that because I could see the top of her hair from behind the desk as she punched in the code and used the fingerprint scan to open the door. The familiar beep of recognition sounded before the click of the safe lock unlatching. She was already pulling money out in stacks before I could even cross the room.

      “Jeannette.” It was all I could get out before she interrupted me. She was in those text messages too. She knew what I needed to do.

      “There isn’t enough in here. There’s only three hundred thousand in the office safe. Banks are closed, and I don’t know where you can get that kind of cash on short notice. I doubt Chaz Malone takes credit cards or trades in gold bars.” She was all business but her hands were shaking a little bit. She was a good girl, Jeanette, and a damn good assistant. I was lucky to have her and thought maybe I would tell her so with a raise, later, after I rescued Angel from being shanghaied.

      “Jeannette, my dad was a master of money. Now, investing isn’t really my thing as far as a profession goes, but I know a thing or two about handling cash. One thing Dad taught me was, never have all your cash in one place. This isn’t all of it, I just need to make a couple of stops is all.” I just need to hurry, I thought to myself. It would be over an hour drive just to get to her.

      “She’s important to you, right?” Jeannette asked, worry etched on her young face. “You wouldn’t be doing this for anyone else you didn’t think of as family, would you? Normally you would just call the police, right?”

      The police? Not in this situation. I call the police and they would show up to an empty warehouse. Empty except for her dead body lying in one of the rooms, a statement that you don’t fuck with Chaz Malone, or what he considers the most important thing in the world, his money. No, I wouldn’t take that chance with Angel. Not her. She was once extremely precious to me, and I was realizing, seeing her again after so long, that some of those feelings hadn’t disappeared. I would save her the fastest way possible, and if that way required money, well bully for me because I had a lot of it. Fuck that paper, he could have it, give me Angel back.

      “Yeah, Jeannette, she’s pretty fucking important. Do me a favor, keep in contact with Dino, I have to go.”

      “Go save the princess, Boss,” Jeannette yelled after me as I left the office and took the stairs down to the first floor two at a time. I didn’t answer her, talking would have only slowed me down.

      I maxed out the ATM withdrawal at four different banks where I had accounts, then I went home and cleared my personal safe of all cash. I still had tons of money tied up, but none that could be liquidated quickly. Jeannette had joked about gold bars, but I had a stash of that, too. Precious stones and metals all accumulated value at a different rate, it was best to have a cache of all of them. The money I had, the time, I didn’t. I didn’t know how long it would be before they moved Angel from the location Dino had given me, and I had to hurry. I hit the highway and punched the button that would auto dial Dino. I was not surprised when he didn’t answer.

      Shit piss hell damn. I hated texting while I was driving, and I would be slowed down if a cop pulled me over for doing it, but desperate times. With my eyes glued to the road, I pressed the keys and hoped I made sense.

      Let him know there is a buyer. I’m coming now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I made it in forty-five minutes, and thank fuck there were no cops around as I got off the interstate at the Detroit exit and made my way into the warehouse district. The whole city was like a warehouse district, actually, crumbling and dark. Fucking haunted houses everywhere with rotten porches and boarded up windows. I finally made my way down into a clean and well-lit section. The navigation beeped and let me know, “destination is on your right,” and I pulled my car through the open gates and parked by a door, directly under a spotlight. No sense in acting out a scene from a horror movie—no parking in the shadows for me, thank you very much.

      I was met at my car door by a guy with salt and pepper hair and a green sweater, and I recognized him as one of the guys who had grabbed Angel. Definitely not someone I would expect out in this neighborhood, and certainly not someone I would be expecting to make a hostage exchange. I did notice the gun in his hand, though, and I guess it doesn’t matter what someone is wearing or what they look like when they can kill you with a trigger squeeze.

      “You got here relatively quickly, considering you came from Toledo,” the older man said, his voice pleasant and mild. I didn’t like it. He was confusing. Bad guys should look like bad guys. This guy looked like the person ringing the donation bell outside the grocery store at Christmas. He didn’t match the profile of a hired gun—but he was one all the same.

      “I thought it was important to hurry,” I replied. I didn’t really want to exchange small talk with this man. I wanted to give my money to Chaz Malone and get the hell out of there, either by walking out with Angel, or carrying her over my shoulder. I hoped she was fine to walk out of there. I would burn the place to the ground if she wasn’t.

      “The girl is unharmed,” the older man said, reading my mind. “I trust you have the money?”

      “I would rather give the money to Chaz myself,” I said. “Didn’t this whole situation come about because someone had his money and wasn’t supposed to?” I wasn’t trying to be funny, but the older man laughed anyway, loud and long.

      “Touché, young man. And a smart move, too. Chaz is waiting inside. Your girl has been kept isolated in a room. One of the men got a little squirrely, and we thought it best to keep them separated.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, and I wanted to ask what squirrely meant in this instance, but he was already opening the door and walking inside the building, and I had no choice but to follow him. I had my own gun and several other forms of aggressive protection on my person, but it wouldn’t be smart to show my hand. With any luck, this would be a simple business transaction and I could get the hell out of there without having to break any faces. I mean, I would break faces, I was just really hoping I wouldn’t have to. I didn’t want to do anything that would encourage police involvement. Well, besides rescuing a hostage and paying off a crime lord. That was just unavoidable.

      I don’t know what I expected. I had infiltrated other “hideouts” in my line of work and they were all different. I didn’t expect this one to be so...normal. It was legitimately a warehouse, with concrete floors and floor to ceiling shelving filled with boxes all stacked neatly in rows. We walked through several open rooms that looked identical to each other until we came to a small carpeted hallway that led to offices. Four men were standing at the entrance to the hallway, three standing and one sitting in a chair bent over, arms folded across his stomach. He looked rough. Actually, he looked beyond rough. I remembered him as guy number two that had thrown Angel in the back of the car with the old man. He looked like he had just gotten his ass kicked, sitting in the chair like it was the only thing holding him up and keeping him from face-planting on the floor. The second man was Dino, who was staring at me with a blank expression showing zero recognition. The other two I had never seen before, but the red head wore his pistol holster on the outside of his clothes, he was definitely protection. The fourth guy had to be Chaz Malone.

      “Is this the guy, D?” the man I assumed was Chaz Malone asked Dino.

      “I’ve never met him, Boss,” Dino said flatly. “I just know a guy who knows a guy that said he knew someone who was into some hard stuff that involved chubby chicks with big tits. I assume if he’s got the money in that fancy briefcase, though, then he’s the guy.”

      Oh, I knew he was playing a part, but fuck me if his words didn’t ignite a fire of rage in my belly. I didn’t know what the hell he was doing being a hired goon for a crook like Malone, but I imagined he had his reasons, and I should just be grateful to have an in at the moment. Hearing someone say that shit about Angel, though, pissed me right off. Angel wasn’t chubby, she was beautiful, and it was petty to think it, but those were fighting words to me. I narrowed my eyes and glared hard at Dino, silently letting him know what I thought of what he had just said. His face remained impassive.

      “I’m the guy, all right, and there is definitely money in this briefcase. How much of it I give you depends on what condition the merchandise is in.”

      “Do you think you are in the position to negotiate right now? There are five of us and one of you,” the half-dead looking man in the chair finally spoke up. He laughed as he said the words, dirty strings of hair hanging in his sallow face. The open hand slap came out of nowhere, knocking him sideways and almost completely out of the chair. He groaned and folded in on himself again. “Sorry, Boss,” he whined, head hanging down contritely.

      “I apologize for Bernard, he has some personal problems that he has yet to overcome,” the man who had issued the blow said as he wiped his hands on the leg of his pants. If I had just touched something so dirty I would wipe my hands, too. “Bernard here is under punishment, he knows better than to touch the merchandise, but he just couldn’t keep his hands to himself. She is unharmed, don’t worry, “he assured me hastily. “This one is a little feisty, she might need to be restrained until she is properly trained. I’m Chaz Malone, and you are?”

      “I’m Gabriel Anderson,” I said as I shook the offered hand. It was so…normal. Like we were shaking hands on a deal in a boardroom and not over some illegal as hell shit in a dirty warehouse in Detroit. “I’ll do as I please with her, because after you have the money, she is mine, correct?” I was trying to make a point, and blunt talk was going to be the only thing that worked with a man such as Chaz Malone.

      His eyes widened slightly at the introduction. Of course, he recognized my name, guys like him probably kept a running tab of all the money in the area. Always scouting clients with cash, I would imagine. Under normal circumstances, he was not someone I would ever do business with, but I had no choice in that moment.

      “Anderson Investments, Gabriel Anderson? My, my, aren’t we slumming it today? I wouldn’t imagine you would be the type who would have to buy female company. But then again, I don’t judge.” His words made me want to punch him in the face. Instead, I laughed.

      “Oh, I don’t, I assure you. But Angel and I go way back. Way, way back. So you see, this is a bit of a rescue mission, I am afraid.” I leaned in conspiratorially like I was sharing a secret with Chaz, and mock whispered, “I will be taking every penny of this payment out of her ass, you can trust me on that.”

      He laughed at that and I laughed with him. The red-headed guy next to him ghosted a smile but no one else moved. I opened the case to show Chaz Malone just how serious I was about this purchase.

      “There is six hundred thousand dollars in here. The extra hundred is to make sure whatever problem Angel caused to land herself in this mess, goes away. When Angel leaves with me, you all forget her name, what she looks like, or that any of you ever met her. Does that work?” Friendly businessman Gabe was gone. As I gave my instructions, I let a little of the edge creep into my voice and looked at all of the men in the room with a dead expression, especially that little dickhead groaning in his chair. I knew I was a dangerous man. I could dispatch everyone in this room if I felt like it. I had experience in this sort of thing. Well, I might have a little trouble with Dino if he felt like putting up a fight, but these other guys, they didn’t know what they were dealing with. I hoped I didn’t have to show them. I just wanted to get Angel and get out.

      Chaz’s eyes widened again, the only hint that he might have understood the underlying threat I was throwing in his general direction. “Angel who?” he asked, as he took the case from my hand and gestured down the small hallway. “Eddie and D, take him to her. See that the transaction is properly carried out.” Chaz turned and gestured to the greasy man mumbling to himself in the chair. “Get up, Bernard. It is time we had a little talk about the meaning of the word, subordinate.” I didn’t wait to see what was going to happen to him, that was none of my business. My business lie behind the locked door at the end of the hall.
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      Turns out I had been taken all the way to Detroit, and I only knew that from the signs on the expressway as we drove. Gabe did not say a single word to me when we got in the car. He drove a silver Lexus SUV because, of course he did, and I was too afraid to move around in the passenger seat lest I sully the leather with my dirty peasant self. The dash was polished smooth and everything was so modern inside it looked like a damn spaceship.

      I snuck a look at his profile as he kept his eyes on the road. His jaw was set in a hard line, and the muscles in his shoulders were drawn up tight. He was angry, so angry, at me, I knew. I had been back in his life for minutes before I brought calamity on his house. I’d messed up pretty bad, and even though when I asked for his help it was in a completely different capacity, I could only be grateful that he had come to that warehouse to find me. I was either going to die or be sold to recover that money. Chaz Malone may have had a handsome face, but he was a terrifying man.

      I wanted to say something to Gabe, anything to make him understand how much I appreciated my rescue, but he wouldn’t look at me, and the silence of the car was a thick blanket that covered me from head to toe. All of the adrenaline from earlier left my body, and that exhaustion coupled with the heated seats of Gabe’s fancy ET vehicle lulled me to sleep before I could break the silence.

      The sound of the passenger door opening jerked me awake, and for a moment I was back in that other car, with those other men. It was only the soft sound of Gabe saying my name that brought me out of the nightmare and into reality.

      “Angel,” he said firmly. “We’re home.”

      Well, we were somewhere, but it wasn’t my home.

      In the dark I could see nothing but trees surrounding a very long driveway that we had apparently followed into the woods. A two-story wooden house sat directly in front of me. I couldn’t call it a cabin, it was much too modern in construction. It was like a cabin on steroids with what looked like a three car garage attached to the side, and the most amazing looking wrap around porch, or so it seemed from what I could see in the dark. The night sky was pitch black and the only light came from the pale wash of the moon. It was breathtakingly beautiful, but I didn’t live here. I even said as much to Gabe.

      “I don’t live here.” I couldn’t see his facial expression in the dark, but I assumed he was looking at me like I was an idiot.

      “I know, Angel, but I do.”

      I hadn’t agreed to go to his house. I had just assumed he was taking me home. “Why am I here, though? I want to go home. I want to take a shower and I want to go home.”

      “Get inside, Angel.”  He sounded as tired as I felt. “We’ll talk about it when you settle down. It’s been a long, weird day, and to be honest, I am not really comfortable letting you out of my sight right now, so if you could abstain from arguing with me for five minutes, that would be awesome.” I had busted into his office after fifteen years like a whirlwind, got into a snit with his assistant, then him, and then gotten kidnapped right in front of him. I don’t know what he had gone through to find me, but I do know that he had just somehow magically shelled out $500,000 to save me from being sold into slavery, and I had no hope of repaying that. I was still going to have to find Melody, find out where she went, and how to get that money back. It didn’t belong to her and it didn’t belong to me, but here we were in the middle of a shit hurricane anyway. I decided not to fight him anymore and followed him into the house.

      It was all wood inside, not the cheaper, laminated stuff that had a finish to look like wood. No, this house was made from polished heavy beams with an open floor plan. Forget a house, it looked like a vacation ski lodge. Large and comfortable looking brown leather furniture took up space to the right, where a stone fireplace was built into the wall, and a big screen TV was mounted above it.

      Stainless steel appliances gleamed from the open kitchen to the left, and only a counter with four barstools lined up under the ledge like dominoes separated the kitchen from the large room. A hallway ran down the left past the kitchen, and a large winding staircase in the middle of the room led to a second floor. The place was huge.

      “Do you live here by yourself?” I mean, I knew he wasn’t married. His mom would have told my mom, and there would have been some fancy invitations in the mail for us, I was sure of it. But this house was so big, did he have roommates? Pets? A giant St. Bernard to help fill up some of the empty space?

      “It’s all mine. I had it built after Dad passed and I knew I would need to come home to run the company.” His dad had passed less than a year ago. Who was able to get a house like this built in that amount of time? Oh yeah, rich people.

      Gabe threw his keys in a little dish on the counter that separated the kitchen from the main room. Scrubbing his hands over his face and then through his hair, he leaned over the counter, head resting on his arms. He stayed there for one long moment, and then another. It looked like he had no intentions of moving from his spot and I thought he had fallen asleep that way.

      “Gabe,” I said softly, wondering what I was supposed to do next. I walked up to him and put my hand on his shoulder. “Gabe, hey, Gabe, can you hear me?” I asked, giving him a gentle shake.

      The arm underneath my hand was made out of solid rock. It had to be. A human limb did not become that hard on its own. He moved really damn fast, too. One moment, he was leaning on the counter with his head in his hands and then next he had me pinned in front of him with my back pressed against the same counter he had just been leaning on. His eyes were wide, angry and dark, and for a minute I wondered if he was going to be physical with me.

      But no, that wasn’t Gabe. No matter how angry he would never be that way. What he did was pull my arm and place my hand, palm flat against his chest so I could feel his heartbeat through the expensive cotton of his crisp white shirt. Gabe may not have been moving, but his heartbeat was crazy. It pounded and jumped erratically, his heart trying desperately to climb straight out of his chest.

      “Angel, I was afraid today. A different kind of fear than I have ever felt in the field or on any assignment. I didn’t know what I was going to find in that warehouse. Jesus Christ, you could have been in pieces in there. Hell, if I was any later, you could have been in the belly of a freighter on your way across the ocean. This is serious.” Gabe let go of my hand but didn’t back up, just looked at me with those dark eyes snapping with electric emotion.

      “But I’m okay, Gabe. Relax. I’m fine.” I had meant my words to be soothing but they had the opposite effect.

      “Chaz Malone!” Gabe exploded and with such close proximity I winced as his words boomed in my ears. “Chaz fucking Malone, Angel. Jesus, we aren’t talking about some two-bit hood. This is an honest to God bad guy. He doesn’t kill people, Angel, he has a payroll of crazy people that will do it for him. He is the type of bad guy who doesn’t even have to get his hands dirty, for fuck’s sake. Angel—you could have died.”

      “What do you want me to say, Gabe?” The day finally caught up with me and I snapped, meeting his anger with some of my own. “I didn’t go looking for trouble, I ended up ass over elbows in it anyway. I told you I needed help. I wouldn’t have come up there unannounced otherwise. It’s not like I don’t know what you really do for a living, or at least did. Your mom has been bragging about your exploits since you left home.” I ticked off the list of his accomplishments one by one. “Decorated hero in the military. Sought after Special Forces, bodyguard, investigator. Finder of lost people. You were a bodyguard for a foreign princess, Gabe, we heard all about it. I am sure if your mom knew about that, then there is probably a shit ton that she doesn’t know. I needed that kind of help. I needed someone to help me find Melody so I could get that money back and not end up fish food or being some gang leader’s sex pet. I was doing my best. I was trying…”

      My words were completely swallowed by Gabe’s mouth on mine. I didn’t even seen him move but he was there, pushing my body back into the counter with his own, his arms holding mine down tight to my sides in a crushing embrace. His kiss was quick, hard, and punishing, bruising even. Nothing like my sixteen-year-old mind had imagined. I knew he was angry, and that I shouldn’t enjoy what he was doing, but it was my first taste of Gabriel Anderson and I had been dreaming of it for over fifteen years. His mouth was life.

      Too soon we broke apart and stood there, chests heaving and fighting for air. That kiss had been like two people boxing, getting in hits, trying to make a point. What point he had been trying to make, I don’t know, but I had such a crazy emotional day that I just couldn’t take it anymore, so I yelled about it.

      “What in the hell was that? Why did you kiss me?”

      “Because you wouldn’t be quiet and it seemed like the most appropriate method to get you to stop talking.” Damn him for being calm now, like he got his ya-ya's out and wasn’t angry anymore. Well the hell with that, I was pretty fired up now.

      “I can’t believe you can think about sex at a time like this.” I hadn’t meant to use the word sex. I had meant to use the word kiss. I can’t believe you can think about kissing at a time like this. Yes, that’s what I meant to say, but the words flew out of my brain and out of my mouth before I could stop them. I could tell I had shocked Gabe, too, because his eyebrows almost flew off his forehead in surprise.

      “I didn’t say anything about sex—why did you think about sex?” Gabe seemed very interested in my particular answer to that question. The corners of his mouth twitched a bit as well, but I wasn’t in the frame of mind to question what he thought was amusing.

      “I wasn’t. I’m just saying, that sure as hell wasn’t a friendly peck on the cheek. That wasn’t flag football, Gabe that was full contact, holy shit.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be friendly Angel, and stop poking at me tonight. We have unfinished business, you and I, but I think after today, what would be best for us would be to shower and sleep.” We seemed to be at a stalemate, and I wasn’t going to argue with him, so I zipped my lips, although tomorrow we were definitely going to have it out. The door had been opened, and it seemed like we both had some things we’d been bottling up.

      Gabe pointed me in the direction of the bathroom, along with an extra toothbrush from under the sink and a change of clothes. I wasn’t a small woman by any means. I had a large chest and a round butt, and even though I worked out a lot I still had more in the middle than some other women did. I blamed it on my two personal vices, wine and Doritos, but I wasn’t going to give either of them up. Even so, his clothes were going to be way too big, I could tell just by holding them up. There was no way I was going to be able to put my grimy clothes that had been covered in warehouse grease and dirt back on. I would probably burn those clothes, which sucked, because I had paid a good amount for my sweatshirt with the flash dance shoulder. It looked good on me, but I knew I would never be able to wear it again without thinking about what had happened while I was wearing it.

      The bathroom was large and open, with a walk in shower on one end and a large claw foot tub against another wall. I eyeballed the tub with interest. I bet it was deep enough where I could fill it with water that would cover my knees and my boobs simultaneously. The ultimate girl fantasy. I didn’t have time for such luxuries today, though, and if I wanted to wash my hair, I would need to use the shower anyway. And I definitely wanted to wash my hair.

      The shower was another fantasy come to life. There were two damn showerheads in there, on opposite sides of the wall from each other. Slate gray tile formed the floor and the walls. Bench seating decorated one wall, just in case I wanted to sit and shave my legs. I didn’t have a razor and my legs had just been shaved the day before, but damn, if I had a shower like this I might be tempted to do it more often. There was something about a stream of water hitting both the front and the back of my body that was pure bliss, and I lingered under the spray longer than I normally would have. There was no conditioner in the shower. I doubted Gabe used any, as his hair was short, but I knew that my long blonde locks were going to be tangled without it. I did the best I could with the shampoo and wrapped my hair in the towel after I dried off.

      Gabe’s clothes were ill-fitting, like I knew they would be. I pulled the drawstring of the black sweatpants as tight as I could, but they still hung embarrassingly low on my hips, and the legs were so long that they flopped over my feet when I walked.

      I’d better not trip or I will pants myself.

      The t-shirt was ridiculous as well, the short sleeves hung down past my elbow, and the hem of the shirt was more like a tunic than anything. I really didn’t have cause to complain, though, I was just wearing them for the night. Tomorrow I would be going home and could wear whatever I wanted. Like a clean bra and panties. But I wasn’t going to go commando in Gabe’s sweatpants, so I did put back on the panties I had been wearing before I got in the shower.

      Padding barefoot down the hall, the smooth wood flooring warm under my feet, I pulled up short at the site of a sleeping Gabe. He was sprawled on the large leather couch, legs splayed out like he had been sitting but fallen asleep and just kind of slid down. One arm was over his eyes as if to shield them from the light of the room and the other was flung up next to his head. It didn’t look comfortable, and I wondered if I should wake him.

      Nah, I thought. He will probably just yell at me again.

      I was exhausted, too, and I had planned on sleeping on the couch that was now occupied by Gabe. Trudging back down the hall by the bathroom, I found the first room with a bed in it, a king size with a thick chocolate brown comforter, and collapsed face first into it. Without a doubt, I was going to become tangled up in the too large pants and shirt in the night, so I ditched the pants on the floor and climbed back into bed, wearing the oversized shirt like a nightgown. It was just for one night, it would do. I had no idea what time it was, but I was asleep in seconds, snuggled into the large mattress and swaddled in the soft comforter like a cocoon. If any bad men were going to try to get me during the night, I would never know. It was lights out.
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      When I opened my eyes next it was still pitch black in the room. No pale light from the dawn was streaming through the partially closed curtains, so I had no idea how long I had been asleep. I knew immediately what had woken me up though—I was too warm. Specifically, the body currently pressed up against me with its arm slung over my middle was too warm. Pumping heat out like a furnace, I felt Gabe curled up behind me on the bed, knees tucked behind mine and something very firm pressing into my butt.

      Oh my God.

      My heart pounded with fear, not because I thought that Gabe would try to do something to me without my consent, but because he felt so very comfortable and right with his big body wrapped around mine and I was afraid I would like it too much and do something to embarrass myself. Something like, press my bottom a little more firmly against him, just to feel his hardness pressed more fully against me. Oh shit, stop that you slut! That was a new low, taking advantage of a sleeping man. And he was sleeping, I could tell by his deep, even breathing. Gabe always was a deep sleeper. I remembered from all the times I had to wake him up for school in the morning because his three alarms and own mother yelling at the bottom of the steps weren’t enough to do it.

      Well, we weren’t teenagers anymore, and no matter how similar to a fantasy of mine it was, lying in bed with Gabriel Anderson, it was not appropriate. “Gabe, wake up,” I hissed into the darkness. There was no answer, only a tightening of his arm around my middle, which brought his thumb skimming into the underside of my breast, braless under the borrowed t-shirt.

      Electric shock.

      “Gabriel Anderson, wake the hell up right now,” I said more loudly. A groan sounded from behind me and his sleepy voice registered the bare minimum of wakefulness.

      “What? God, it’s the middle of the night.”

      “Yes, it is, what are you doing in here?” I know he very well didn’t sleepwalk into the room and snuggle himself up all cozy.

      “This is my bed, go to sleep.” That was it. No further explanation.

      Before he could drift back off like I could tell he was doing by the cadence of his breathing, I continued, “You fell asleep on the couch, and there have to be other bedrooms in this house, it’s huge.”

      “There are,” he grumbled sleepily in my ear before grabbing at my side and pinching. “But this one is mine. It was mine before you crawled in here, poor choice for you not finding a guest room. Now. Go. Back. To. Sleep.”

      “Don’t pinch my chub!” It is never acceptable to pinch a woman’s chub, no matter how long you have been friends. I was getting rowdy now, and tried to turn over to give him a piece of my mind but was frozen in place by the feel of him biting down on the soft skin between my neck and shoulders.

      Holy shit holy shit, that was hot. I’m pretty sure Gabe growled when he bit me, not too hard, but enough to get my attention. Or maybe it was my lust-filled imagination that heard what I wanted, because I had gone from zero to take me now with just that little nip.

      “I will swallow your soul if you do not go back to sleep right now.” I did not imagine the growl, and it was not a request. Clearly I was dreaming. There was no way this was actually happening and I was absolutely not having a sexual awakening in Gabriel Anderson’s bed after fifteen years of not speaking. I must still be in the warehouse, sitting on that ugly loveseat with the bag back over my head. That was it. I was having a delusion.

      Ok. That made more sense than what I thought had been going on. Well, if I was only dreaming, then no harm no foul. Gabe’s deep, even breathing tickled the hair at the back of my neck, and before long I felt mine start to mirror his. “What a nice dream,” I said under my breath, as my eyes fluttered closed again. Since I imagined the entire thing, I was sure the soft laughter that rumbled against my back as I drifted back to sleep was all in my head as well.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next time I opened my eyes, full sunlight was streaming through the two windows in what was a much larger room than I had remembered from the night before. Uh oh, not a dream. I was sprawled in the middle of a king sized bed, chocolate comforter half hanging off onto the ground. The furniture was large and made of solid wood. There wasn’t much of it besides a dresser, the bed and a couple of nightstands, but there was a partially open closet door against the wall opposite the bed. Through the open door I could see a huge walk in space with the dark silhouettes of suit jackets and shirts hanging in rows.

      Well shit, this was Gabe’s bedroom, all right. So it wasn’t a dream.

      I was alone in the bed, but I highly doubted I was alone in the house. Padding through the hallway and down in the kitchen, I found Gabe leaning against the counter separating the two rooms with a cup of coffee in his hands, scrolling through something on his phone.

      Shirtless. He was shirtless.

      He was also wearing the black sweatpants I was supposed to be wearing. The ones I had discarded before falling face first into bed last night. They hung low on his hips, leaving zero to the imagination from just slightly lower than the waist up. That corded v of muscle that was so highly coveted by lust-filled women all over? Yeah, he had those. I couldn’t remember what the proper term was for those, I just called them handles, because I couldn’t stop thinking about what they would feel like under my hands. Also, if he was wearing those particular sweatpants that meant I wasn’t wearing any at all and I cursed myself for being so out of it that I left the bedroom in nothing but a t-shirt. A gigantic t-shirt that hung down to my thighs, but I was still not wearing any pants. Something about being half naked in front of Gabe made me feel vulnerable, and I didn’t like feeling as if he had the upper hand over me at all.

      Tearing my eyes away from that bit of skin at his waistband like a guilty peeper, I looked up to find that he had stopped scrolling through his phone and was looking at me with mild curiosity. The corner of his mouth tilted but he didn’t say anything, just watched me to see what I would say. What did he think I was going to say? He had saved me from a kidnapping, spooned me all night, and now we were half dressed in his kitchen. What the hell was there to say?

      “Coffee,” I croaked, saying the only word that would sound foreign coming out of my mouth under these circumstances. “Please tell me you have more than just what is in that cup?” It must have been my imagination, but disappointment clouded his dark brown eyes briefly and then our little standoff was over.
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      I could not get Angel home fast enough, holy shit she was making my head work overtime. Everything was an argument with her. Everything. She may have been in the clear with Chaz Malone, and I had paid an extra hundred thousand dollars on top of what he had been asking just to make sure of that, but she and I still had some issues to settle. One of those issues was approaching the misunderstandings from fifteen years ago. The other was dealing with this sudden attraction I had to her.

      She didn’t look any different to me at all. Maybe a little more mature, but she had the same long blonde hair and the same curvy body she always did. Maybe her hips were a little wider and her breasts a little more full, but I don’t remember ever feeling like I wanted to wrap my hands around her waist and get lost in the softness before now. My dick swelled to attention just thinking about putting my mouth on her skin, just like I did last night but with more purpose.

      She also had the same snapping blue eyes and smart-ass mouth, too.

      I was on my way to the office, and I laughed to myself just thinking about what had happened when I dropped her off at her apartment. The Washington Arms. That place was a funhouse.

      She didn’t want me to walk her up, which was hilarious to me considering I had just saved her from a kidnapping, and if she thought that I would just drop her off at the curb without checking to see if her apartment was safe, she was nuts.

      Her building wasn’t large, maybe eight or ten apartments, but what gave me the creeps as I walked her up to the building was that someone was looking at us from every single window. Some were peeking through blinds, some from behind curtains. There was one apartment on the first floor that had the window treatments wide open, and an older guy, probably in his seventies or eighties, was just standing there staring at us with his arms folded across his chest. He looked grumpy as shit but I couldn’t figure out why. Angel saw where I was looking and was quick to explain.

      “This is a retirement apartment building. I’m the only person under sixty in the whole place. My neighbors are super nice and fun to be around, but they are also extremely nosy and way overprotective. Me coming home with a guy after staying out all night is the equivalent of the walk of shame. That’s Gary. He can’t hear for shit and has his answering machine turned up so loud I can hear it pick up through the floor of my apartment.” Angel smiled and waved at him through the window. After a moment, he dropped his scowl and waved back.

      “Okay, so if you are going to walk me in then I think you should be prepared.” Angel continued, making me wonder what kind of apartment complex she lived in that visitors needed a warning before they walked in.

      “Prepared for what?”

      “The welcoming committee,” Angel said as she swung the door to the first floor open, revealing a hallway that ran right through the center of the building.

      “What welcoming committee?” I didn’t see anyone, the hallway was deserted. Angel took a deep breath in through her nose and rubbed her thumb between her eyebrows like she had a headache. A wave of nostalgia passed through me and I was overcome by how much emotion I felt watching that simple little tic. Something Angel didn’t even realize she was doing, but I had seen probably a hundred times in the years we had been close.

      I missed you.

      The thought surprised me and I had a moment of panic thinking maybe I had said it out loud, but then Angel shook her head and gave a knock on the hallway wall. Not even on a specific door, just randomly on the wall, like she knew someone was already listening.

      “All right, biddies, come on out. I know you’ve got your ear to the door anyway, Jolene.” Who the hell was she talking about? Man, Angel had a mouth on her. I was just getting ready to tell her to ease up on the throttle when the first door to the right opened up and a head popped out of the doorway.

      “Hello dear, you called?” The older woman entered the hallway to greet us and I was shocked at her diminutive stature. At six foot one I could have missed her completely in the hallway until I stepped on her—that was how short she was. Her brown hair was set in perfect curls all around her face and she held a margarita glass in her hand. I assumed it was full of margarita, too, considering the greenish color of the liquid inside and the copious amount of salt on the rim.

      It was nine thirty in the morning.

      “Oh, can it, you nosy biddy,” Angel said with a laugh, and it was at that moment I realized she wasn’t being rude. She knew this person had been watching us from the parking lot and was calling her out. But she wasn’t mad. Angel just sounded exasperated.

      The older woman stood in front of me and gave me the once-over. It was amazing how someone over a foot shorter than me could still make me feel like she was looking down on me. I met her gaze, stare for stare. I was the alpha here, I refused to be intimidated by a boozed-up grandma wearing a turquoise tracksuit and giving me the hairy eyeball.

      She looked me up and down while I gave her my most beguiling smile.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, and I let my smile grow wider, showing a little teeth.

      Her next words were not directed at me, but to Angel, which was a little disconcerting because she was still looking me right in the eye while she was talking. “Now, Angel dear, a lady doesn’t stay out all night and then creep home with a gentleman caller.”

      “Well, Jolene,” Angel said dryly, “a lady doesn’t start drinking margaritas at nine in the morning either.”

      The old woman smiled then, and I noticed the mischievous gleam in her eye right before she turned and acknowledged Angel. “They do if they haven’t gone to bed from the night before yet!” Then she erupted into the most disarming and adorable set of old lady giggles I had ever heard, and I had to pass my hand in front of my mouth to hide my own laughter.

      “Don’t encourage her, Gabe,” Angel said, but she was laughing, too, as she plowed through the hallway and over to a set of stairs that would take us to the second floor. She paused on the second step from the bottom. “This is why I don’t need you to check my apartment, Gabe, no one gets in here without being noticed. No one.”

      “Check your apartment? You get yourself in some kind of trouble, Angel?” The older woman I assumed was Jolene looked concerned, but I wasn’t fooled. I bet she was looking for some juicy gossip.

      “Your girl here got herself accidentally involved with some shady people by witnessing a crime. Then she got herself kidnapped and almost sold off overseas. Good thing she has a handsome, rich hero around like me to come save the day, right?” Jolene’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of her sockets.

      “Goddamnit, Gabe,” I heard Angel whisper under her breath as she thundered up the stairs and left me standing on the first floor. I consoled myself with watching her ass bounce up and down as she stormed off in a huff. Her apartment door slammed and I took it as a message I was not expected to follow her. That was okay, she could be mad at me if she wanted, the directive was to make sure Angel was safe. After meeting the residents of The Washington Arms, I had almost zero concern anyone would be lying in wait for her upstairs. I doubt a squirrel could climb up a tree outside unnoticed.

      Jolene found her voice and hollered back through the open door of her own apartment, “Gerta! DVR today’s stories, Angel just had an adventure and we need the details. Bring the pitcher and let’s go.” She was already halfway up the stairs when an equally tiny woman with hair so grey it had a blue tinge came out of the apartment holding a pitcher of margaritas in her hand. She didn’t say anything as she passed me, just gave me a polite nod as she shuffled her way slowly to the stairs. Yeah, Angel was going to be kept pretty busy today. I doubted she could get into any fresh trouble, and I really did need to head back to the office and straighten some things out. When I had finally gotten ahold of Dino the night before, he had mentioned some pretty disturbing things. Things I didn’t want happening in my town.

      Seemed like Chaz Malone wasn’t lying when he put Angel up for sale. Being situated right on Lake Erie meant a lot of cargo ships came in and out, and a lot of smuggled cargo as well. Drugs were everywhere, addiction was rampant, and it was a very dangerous blight. But you could spend all your resources trying to wipe out the dealers and another ten would pop up in their place. You avoid drugs by not getting involved with them in the first place, and I know that is easier said than done sometimes. But T-Town was being used to move people, and that was something no one could protect themselves from. I had a large finance company to oversee; I had a runner named Melody to investigate; I had just spent the night wrapped around Angel Jax; and I had some feelings about I didn’t quite know what to do with. I had a lot on my fucking plate.
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      A week had passed since my unfortunate kidnapping.

      It was a good thing Gabe left when he had that morning because I was going to smack that look off his too handsome face, I swear to God. That smug asshole knew exactly what he was doing riling up Jolene, and I had to spend the better part of the day explaining exactly who, what, when, and why to both Jolene and Gerta until they finally left me alone to go to Bingo at the Lutheran church down on Summit Street.

      They held me hostage for over four hours. Chaz Malone didn’t even have me captive for that long and I was pretty damn exhausted from answering all the questions Jolene was firing at me. Gerta didn’t say much, she never does, but she hung out the entire time, refilling Jolene’s margarita glass when it got low and nodding her head in agreement at the appropriate times. If Jolene was loud and colorful, Gerta was quiet and unassuming. They were the perfect foil for each other. They were also on my last damn nerve.

      That was over a week ago. Since then Jolene had been relatively quiet, mostly on account of how I had lent her four of my last book releases from my personal stash. But I could feel her eyes on me through the window every time I left the apartment, and even though I knew the residents kept a close eye on the place as a rule, I felt especially under the microscope after the events of the past week. And it was all Gabe’s fault for riling them up.

      He was another problem entirely. For a man who was super busy running the family empire, he certainly did have a lot of free time to blow up my damn phone whenever he felt like it. To check up on me, he said each time. I didn’t need checking up on. I needed to not be under Gabriel Anderson’s thumb. I needed to get ready for my gig tonight down at Nasta’s bar, and I needed to slap a little makeup on my face so I didn’t look like I hadn’t slept in days, even though I really hadn’t. Because the truth of the matter was I was pretty damn terrified.

      I had been snatched by a gang of thugs and felt up by a junkie. I was rescued by someone I used to love, but was also still pretty mad at for reasons I have trouble remembering when he is in front of me, and who also seems to think, because he paid an astronomical amount of money for my release, he is somehow the master of my universe or something. Okay, so the money probably only bugged me. Gabe never said another word about it, but I couldn’t let it go. I hated thinking I owed him something, especially since I had never planned on seeing him again. I was in a crisis of my own making, and I wasn’t ready to talk to him about it.

      Gabe, however, did want to talk about it. About everything that happened fifteen years ago, in fact, and I was not ready to take the lid off of that box of painful memories. I was being a coward. I was contemplating the symmetry of my eyebrows when my phone dinged from its place on the vanity.

      Ignoring it, I made faces in the mirror, raising one eyebrow and then the other. Eyebrows are the frame for the entire face, they can make or break a look. Some people think eyebrows need to match perfectly, but that isn’t the case. They don’t need to be identical twins, more like sisters, and if I let my phone interrupt me while I was putting my makeup on, then they might end up looking more like kissing cousins instead. I had shit to do tonight, the phone could wait.

      But it dinged again. And again. Aggravated, I picked up the phone and started scrolling. Of course it was Gabe. I knew it was him because he’d snagged my phone while I was still sleeping at his house and put his contact info in my phone under Handsome Devil. I hadn’t bothered to change it yet because I had been so busy. And tired. And, well fuck it, he really was a handsome devil, even if a very irritating one. The phone dinged a fourth time.

      Angel, what are your plans for the evening?

      Angel, if you don’t answer me I will have to keep texting.

      Angel, seriously, I’m just checking to see if you are okay. If you answered a message, I wouldn’t need to keep doing it.

      If you don’t answer me I am going to assume you have been kidnapped again and go scouring the city for you. Or call Jolene and send her up to your apartment.

      That last part did it. I clicked the call button and he answered before the first ring was through.

      “You are crazy, you know that? Do you have any idea what a psycho stalker you sound like in these messages?” His deep laughter pricked at my anger further. He thought this was just a game.

      “Yes, I am sure it looks pretty bad, but it got you to pick up the phone, didn’t it? You’ve been avoiding talking to me again, and I want to know why. You came to me, remember?”

      “Yeah I did, Gabe, and you helped me. I am really grateful, but I can’t help but feel like you paid all that money, and now you think I owe you or something. I’ll never be able to come up with that money, Gabe, and it bugs me that I feel that indebted to you. I need to find Melody, and if I do that, and she returns the money—then technically I can give the money to you, and we would be even, right?” It sounded harebrained when I said it out loud. It had sounded like such a kickass plan in my head.

      “Are you nuts?” He was actually yelling at me now, and I had to move the phone away from my face to avoid hurting my ears. Overreact much? “You don’t owe me shit for that money. You needed help and I helped you. I never once mentioned anything about you paying me back, and I never will. It is my money to do with how I please, and if I had to do it over I would do the same thing with zero hesitation. What I think you do owe me, is a bit of an explanation.” I moved the phone back next to my ear as he had stopped screaming at me, and I could hear his sigh all the way through the phone.

      “Angel, don’t think I forgot what we talked about before. There are some unanswered questions between us. I think we owe it to each other to talk about it. It’s been a long time. Whatever it is, I want to put it out there so we can move on. I miss my friend. I miss you.”

      Ugh. Not fair.

      I was only sniffling because I was getting a cold probably. My eyes were prickly because of allergies, I bet. I never had allergies before, but I read somewhere that they can manifest at any time, even as an adult. I should probably pick up some medicine for that. I didn’t have an excuse for the lump in my throat, though, and I swallowed it down and cleared my throat before I was able to speak again.

      “I miss you too, Gabe. You don’t even…you don’t even know how much. I just need some time right now. I’m really overwhelmed, and I just need to process some things, okay?” Bullshit. I was avoiding him because I didn’t trust myself not to fling myself at him. He had grown up to be cover model material, and I needed to hang on to that fierce hurt from fifteen years ago. When my heart was broken and I learned a life lesson about how people act when they think you aren’t around.

      “Your mom called my mom and mentioned that she hasn’t talked to you in a week. My mom casually mentioned it when she called me. You haven’t told them anything that happened have you?” Jesus, never underestimate the speed and power of the mom phone tree, apparently.

      “No, I haven’t. And I would prefer to keep it that way, if you please. And actually, I really do have to go. I have work.”

      “I’m not going to quit trying, Angel.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said as I hit the button to hang up. I’d run to Gabe without thinking about it when I had first gotten into trouble. Now I was being forced to confront a situation and feel feelings I thought I buried a long time ago. It was my own fault, and I knew it, but it still sucked. Stupid feelings. I needed to get my shit together so I could play my set tonight at Nasta’s. I needed to get back into my routine and feel normal again.

      But what the hell was normal? I was beginning to think I didn’t know anymore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I made it through four songs and a break before shit turned sour. I really needed to get in the game, so I picked some kickass girl power music and was just finishing up an acoustic version of P!nk’s “Just like a pill” when I saw him.

      He was sitting in a back booth of the bar, face illuminated by the hanging light above the pool table. That light was the only reason I was able to see him at all. From that far back of my tiny little corner of the bar that couldn’t even be called a stage, everyone should have been just a shadow. But that pool table light was shining on him so brightly it was a wonder I was only just noticing him.

      I recognized that olive complexion, those broad shoulders, and those full, sensual lips. Shit. It was one of Chaz Malone’s men. The one they called D. It could have been a coincidence. Toledo was a busy city, but not a massive one, and it was perfectly acceptable to assume I had probably passed by one or more of those guys in a social setting and not even known it. We may have even grocery shopped at the same stores for all I knew. But the look in his eyes as he stared at me while I played was so intense I couldn’t breathe. And even if he had come to Nasta’s just to have a cold beer after a hard day of knee breaking, or whatever the hell it was he did all day, there was no mistaking that he saw me now. He recognized me and he was staring me down.

      I averted my eyes and let my gaze roam around the room, hoping he would think I couldn’t really see that far out into the bar and, therefore, didn’t notice him. After my song I declared break time, even though it had only been ten minutes since my last break, and I excused myself to Jesse, the bartender, and made like I was going to use the restroom. Instead of going all the way down the hall to the ladies room, however, I hitched a left through the kitchen and out the back door. Running so fast the teenager washing dishes didn’t even have a chance to squeak, “Hey, what are you doing?” before I was out the back door.

      I left it all there. My guitar, my laptop with my music sequences, and my amp. Jesse would hold on to it for me, and hopefully, I could give him an explanation that made sense after I got the hell away from the bar and to safety. I couldn’t think of anything besides getting as far away from the bar and that man as I could. The memories of that car ride, of the bag on my face, and the smooth way Chaz Malone had said he was either going to kill me or sell me to the highest bidder played on a reel in the back of my mind.

      I had to go go go.

      I made probably half a block to the end of the alley before something hit me hard in the chest and I fell to my knees, gagging and choking, unable to get air back into my lungs. We take oxygen for granted, filling our lungs and exhaling without any thought at all until there is no oxygen to be had. The panic of not being able to breathe wiped my brain of any rational thought and I struggled to get back to my feet. But before I could recover, a booted foot kicked me in the small of my back and I fell the rest of the way to the ground, chest and face smashing into the brick road of the alley. This was still old town, and some of the alleys weren’t paved with asphalt but still lined with ochre bricks. The poorly maintained, jagged pieces of the road cut into my clothing and the skin of my hands and face as I was pinned to the ground by the unknown assailant.

      I smelled him before I heard him speak.

      The foul stench of a body that had been hanging out who knows where, and had been unwashed for who knows how long, assaulted my nose. I struggled to get away but the foot stayed on my back, grinding down harder the more I struggled underneath it. It was Tweak, or at least, that was the only name I knew him by. I recognized the stench.

      “Hello, Angel,” he said above me, a high pitched giggle following his words. The pressure from his boot on my back was relieved, but only briefly before I was grabbed and flipped over, pinned on my back now by his weight on my hips as he straddled me on the ground. I swung up with both arms and tried to connect but he grabbed both of my hands and pressed them into the ground above my head, leaning forward and bringing his face even closer to mine.

      “I told you I was going to keep you.” He leered, licking his cracked and peeling lips with his slimy tongue. It was a morbidly serpentine gesture and I shuddered involuntarily, wishing the road would swallow me, just to get me away from him.

      No no no. Why was he so strong?

      Noticing my fear and clearly getting off on it, he giggled again, a sharp sound of hysteria that grated against my ears. It sounded foreign, wrong somehow, and that was when I realized—he was high on something. He was strung way out going by the wild look in his bloodshot eyes. The skinny guy was half my weight soaking wet. I couldn’t figure out how he had the strength to hold me down when I should have just been able to buck him off of me. But if he was high it made sense.

      He was cranked out and freakishly strong and I was going to die if he tried to touch me any more than he already was. I wanted to scream but he was too close to my mouth and I thought that if I opened mine, the foulness emitting from his own would somehow travel to me. It didn’t make any sense but I was frozen completely with fear, unable to move as his face came closer to mine. I tried again to free my arms and tasted victory when I was able to free my hands, but he was super-fast as well as strong and I couldn’t even brace for the punch.

      It hurt so fucking bad.

      It was just lucky for me he had shit aim in such close proximity, and the blow glanced off my cheek. Most of his punch ended up smashing into the bricks next to my head. Otherwise, he probably would have broken my cheekbone. As it was, the pain was so intense I was paralyzed from it, unable to move as his cackling face loomed closer and closer.

      My stomach heaved, and just before his lips made contact with mine and my brain fractured into a million pieces from being unable to handle that reality, his body disappeared. I don’t mean he moved away on his own. I mean one second he was there and the next he was flying through the air, his body making a sickening thud as he connected with the brick wall of the building on the other side of the alley, and I was finally able to move and breathe and not lose my fucking mind.

      Until I saw the face of my savior.

      D had followed me from the bar. Fuck.

      He held his hand out, and confusion blurred my mind because it seemed like he wanted to help me up, but that couldn’t be right. I couldn’t trust him. He had helped kidnap me and would have loaded me on the boat himself if Gabe hadn’t bought my freedom. He may have just saved me from Tweak, but I wasn’t falling for the Stockholm shit, no thank you.

      He bent down to grab my hand and haul me to my feet but I scooted backward on my butt as fast as I could, scraping my palms on the bricks as I went. Basically crab walking, I scuttled backward into the alley a few more feet, putting enough distance between us where I could safely get up on my own. He cocked his head sideways but said nothing, just watched me with curiosity to see what I would do. He was standing at the entrance to the alley, effectively blocking my escape. There was a little more space to the left of him than to the right. If I made like I was passing him on the right, then made a dash at the last second to the left, I might be able to get around him and into the street where it was well lit and early enough in the evening that there were other people around. Someone to see. Someone to call for help.

      He was bigger, and he was faster, but I was scared for my life and I would let that fear propel me through him if need be. He must have noticed my darting glances and he murmured out a soft warning. “Don’t run, Angel. Don’t do it, sweetheart. Just stop.”

      “Fuck you,” I spit out angrily right before I launched myself at him. I never got a chance to go right or feign left. There was a zapping noise, and then a spark, and then there was nothing at all.
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* * *

      Groggy, disconnected, and mildly nauseous. That’s how I felt when I slowly regained my senses. My eyelids still felt heavy and weighted down, so I just let them stay shut as I tried to focus on the faint voices around me.

      “I can’t believe you tased her. You couldn’t just calmly tell her what was going on, you had to render her unconscious and carry her in on your shoulder. That’s fucked up.” Fucked up indeed, I silently agreed with the feminine voice coming from somewhere else in the room. I didn’t have a very good sense of direction, but based on the softness under me and on my side, I deduced that I was lying on a sofa of some kind.

      “You weren’t there. You didn’t see her face. She was going under, around or through me, and she wasn’t going to listen to any damn thing I had to say. She was terrified. I did what I could in that situation to get her out of there. As it was, I had to let Tweak get away. It was a good thing G had me keeping an eye on her because something bad would definitely have happened to her if I wasn’t there.” The smooth male voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. It was right on the edge of my understanding, like if I could reach out and grab it, the answer would be there, but right now it was just out of my reach.

      “Something bad was going to happen to her?” the feminine voice cut in. “I can see her face now, Dino, she went through hell. G is going to flip his shit when he sees her. It’s a good thing he was on target when all this went down or he would have gone nuts. He’s on his way now, I’m not so sure he isn’t going to go crazy, actually, once he gets a look at her.”

      “Better those cuts and bruises than what almost happened.”

      That was it. What had almost happened? I was almost raped in an alley by a crazy, strung out stalker and I was saved by another bad guy whose voice I recognized. It was the same voice that was currently speaking behind me. I hadn’t been saved, I had just been moved from one fire to another.

      Shit piss hell damn.

      “She cusses like G,” came the voice of D, or Dino as the woman had called him. I must have spoken out loud without meaning to and as I cracked my eyeballs open I saw a very familiar face. There was no slick business casual bun, but the tortoiseshell glasses were there. Oh great, Jeannette. This just got better and better.

      “Uh oh, she’s gonna bolt.” Jeannette was correct on that count. I had shot straight up to a sitting position and was very much getting ready to run when two strong arms came from behind and held me immobile, arms tucked down to my sides.

      “Calm down, Angel.” This must be Dino. His voice was low and soothing, and close enough to my ear that his breath tickled. He wasn’t hurting me, but he was certainly not letting me up either. “No one here is going to hurt you. Just calm down and look around, Angel. Look at where you are.”

      My breath was coming too fast, and I could feel the panic attack descending, but I did as Dino asked and I looked at my surroundings. I was sitting on a leather couch, across from a stone fireplace with a big screen TV mounted above it. I knew this place, I had been here before. This was Gabe’s house. Why were we at Gabe’s house?

      I opened my mouth to ask that very thing but was interrupted by a loud bang as the front door blasted open so hard it slammed against the wall. In strode Gabriel, looking more upset than I had ever seen him look in his entire life. Even when he got strep throat and had to miss the championship basketball game his senior year. The first year the team had gone to the playoffs in almost a decade. He had been crushed then, he looked absolutely enraged now.

      “Where is she?” he demanded, seconds before his eyes locked on me, still held immobile by Dino as he stood behind where I was sitting, pinning me in place. It took a couple of seconds before he spoke again, but when Gabe did, he didn’t yell. He roared. “What the fuck happened to her face?”
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      I had been frightened of Dino and Tweak, but angry Gabriel Anderson was like a demon ascending to earth from the depths of hell. His face was a mask of rage as he took in my appearance, and even though none of it was my fault, it was on the tip of my tongue to apologize just so he wouldn’t look like that anymore. The first time I had seen him in fifteen years he had been wearing a suit. He had been handsome then. Now he wore a black crew neck tee tucked into dark wash jeans, and I was tongue-tied. He was definitely not a kid anymore, Jesus. He strode to the center of the room and pinned Dino, who had abruptly let go of my arms when Gabe had blasted through the door, with a hard stare.

      “You were supposed to be watching her.”

      Wait, what now?

      “G, I was watching her. She caught sight of me and bolted out the back in the middle of a set.” Dino didn’t sound apologetic at all, but he didn’t sound upset either. Just went over the events of the night like he was reading off a grocery list. Dino was a bad guy. Why was Gabe having a bad guy keep an eye on me? My head was hurting trying to come up with the answer, and as I rubbed the back of my neck to relieve some of the pain, I came across a tender spot on the base of my skull.

      “Ouch! I don’t remember that.” I said as I touched the lump gingerly.

      “Dino, want to tell her how she got that?” Jeannette didn’t look very happy. Actually, neither did Dino. He crossed his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes at Jeannette. Oooh, shame shame. There may be some bad blood here.

      “Probably sometime between when I got tackled in the alley by the walking corpse and when I got tased into unconsciousness by your boy, D.” I emphasized the D, letting him know that I might not understand his and Gabe’s relationship, but I certainly remember where I met him the first time.

      “Tasers don’t render people unconscious, they paralyze you.” Thanks for the fun fact, Gabe.

      “No. But a taser can make your legs go out, and the street connecting with the back of your head can make you go unconscious.” I swear it was like Dino had no self-preservation. Like he was baiting Gabriel with his every word. What the hell was wrong with this guy?

      “Dino, may I have a word with you outside, please?” I didn’t know it was possible to look so dangerous while saying the word please but Gabe somehow pulled it off. If it were me, I would have run away from that even tone and scowling face. Dino didn’t say anything, just followed Gabe outside. I sank back against the couch cushions as the door closed behind them and shut my eyes.

      “I bet you have some questions, huh, Angel?” I cracked one eyelid open again to find Jeannette looking at me with a worried expression, a complete contrast from the first time I met her, when she thoroughly insulted me.

      “A couple. One would be why are you so nice to me right now?” I mean, I had a shitton of questions, but that one was bugging me.

      “I’m a bitch.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I agreed. But I smiled as I said it because if a woman can admit out loud that she is a bitch, that is sort of the same thing as an apology. I closed my eyes again, resting my head on the back of the couch. Then another noise permeated the uncomfortable silence in the room. My stomach growled. Loudly. Of all the aches and pains and the horror of the evening, my empty stomach was what my body decided to focus on. Instead of ignoring the elephant in the room like she hadn’t heard anything, Jeannette jumped on the chance to make amends.

      “Can I get you anything? I can raid the fridge if you’d like? Gabe eats a bunch of healthy stuff though, so it might be all protein drinks and eggs in there.” I didn’t want protein drinks. I wanted chocolate, or ice cream, or something comforting and bad for me because I had been through a damn ordeal and I deserved the blessings of sugar.

      “I want candy,” I said, and opened my eyes wide, thinking of how things were when we were younger. Gabe always had a monster sweet tooth. His mom used to hide a huge stash of snacks in the cupboard above the refrigerator when we were kids. If she didn’t hide it, Gabe would destroy an entire box of Twinkies in one after school binge. He had the metabolism of a marathon runner, but would have probably been morbidly obese if his mom didn’t try to hide the snacks. We all knew where they were so I would pilfer them every time I went over to his house.

      Old habits die hard, and I had an idea.

      “Wanna be my new best friend?” I dangled the carrot in front of Jeannette, but she arched an eyebrow and eyed me suspiciously from behind her fashionable oval lenses.

      “I thought Gabe was your best friend?”

      “Correction,” I told her like I had a secret to share. “Gabe and I were best friends when we were kids. But then he was an asshole, and then he ran away, and I am still deciding whether or not to forgive him. Now I have a lot of friends, but the position of best is currently vacant, and if you would like to achieve God-like status, this is your opening.” Jeannette smiled faintly. I was over the top on purpose. It was fine to be a little funny and dramatic. It was okay to focus on this now instead of just how jarring and terrifying my evening had been.

      “Look and see if there are any cupboards above the refrigerator. Just see if there is like a secret box of Twinkies or ho hos or something up there. He may be a fitness junkie but you can’t change the core of who you are. I bet we’ll find something.”

      “Okay,” Jeannette said with a sigh as she strode into the kitchen. There was a loud thud outside like something slammed against the outer walls of the house.

      “Ignore that,” Jeannette said as she pulled one of the stools from the breakfast bar over to the fridge.

      “What the hell are they doing out there?” It sounded kind of rowdy now that I was actually paying attention.

      “Probably fighting. That’s how those Neanderthals settle things, and Gabe was really upset. Dino really was supposed to watch you—holy shit score! Look at what we have.” Jeannette hadn’t just found a snack, she found a bucket of snacks. It looked like one of those clear plastic containers that bulk pretzel nuggets come in at the big warehouse stores, but it was filled three-quarters of the way with candy.

      “Shit yeah,” I crowed as she brought the bucket over to me, and I pulled it to my lap with childish glee. “I knew he would have something. Gabe’s always been a little piggy.”

      “You know a lot about him, right?” Jeannette asked, sitting next to me on the couch and picking through the bucket with me. She pulled out a pack of licorice that looked really good. I snagged it out of her hand and opened it before she could say anything. She wasn’t all the way forgiven yet, she owed me. I popped a string of licorice into my mouth and mumbled around the candy.

      “I know a lot about who he was, not so sure about now.” I didn’t know a damn thing about him now, apparently. Except that he was maybe involved in some covert shit that I didn’t understand. I sighed and swallowed, savoring the sugar as it slid down my throat, letting my head rest on the back of the couch.

      “Well, I’ve worked for him for about six years or so, even before he came to take over the Anderson Building. It’s hard for him.”

      “What is?” I really had no idea what she was talking about.

      “The money bunnies,” Jeannette said matter-of-factly. “They are a damn nuisance, I swear. I have completely lost track of the women that come and go, looking for Gabe, thinking that he is going to be the one to bankroll their future.” Jeannette wrinkled her nose in disgust, then reached up with one hand to adjust her glasses. “He doesn’t even date. He can’t go on a damn date. If he so much as spends any time with a woman they become instantly clingy. I’ve had strangers come into the office saying he was the father of their babies and try to extort money that way. It’s ridiculous.”

      “And you thought I was one of those women?” I snorted at the idea. “As if.”

      “Yeah, I did. I’m really sorry. I am.” She really sounded sorry, too.

      “I can probably be persuaded to forgive you, Jeannette. It sounds like a full-time job keeping Gabe from getting shackled by a gold digger. Being rich must be a real burden.” I said the last part in a snobby voice and Jeannette giggled appropriately. I was so tired, I closed my eyes a little, just to give them a rest.

      “Money wasn’t really that big of a deal when we were kids, though. I’ve known Gabe and his family since before his voice started changing.” I laughed a little, remembering what a frustrating time that had been for him. Puberty was a bitch for any gender. “The girls chased him even back then, but nobody really cared about money. Gabe was good at everything. He was a handsome jock, all right, but he was also funny and nice and always stood up for me, even when I could stand up for myself just fine. I remember when Jimmy Ducane told everyone in the freshman class he had sex with me, even though he never even made it past first base because he open mouth kissed like a fish and it was gross. Gabe got pissed off and broke his nose, except he didn’t get in trouble because he elbowed him in the face during basketball practice. He fibbed and said it was an accident when I asked him about it, but everyone knew. I knew, too.”

      I was tired, and the exhaustion of the day was catching up with me, that was why my mouth was running about old times, I was sure. I was over sharing with a stranger, but I couldn’t make myself stop, because it felt good to talk about Gabe after making myself forget about him for so long.

      “But you know what, Jeannette?” I asked with a jaw-cracking yawn. “I can think of a hundred other awesome things about Gabe besides money. It’s a shame some women choose to focus on that and miss out on everything else.” I slipped into the sleep of the completely exhausted and never did hear Jeanette’s response.
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      “Do you have pants on?”

      I am a heavy sleeper on my best day, I could snore through a natural disaster, but for some reason, hearing those words whispered from the side of my bed had my eyes snapping open and my heart rate rising. I don’t want to say I was scared exactly, but waking up from a dead sleep to find Angel standing next to my bed holding her pillow against her chest was not a thing that was on my mind when I had turned in for the night.

      I was feeling marginally calmer after Dino and I had gone a few rounds. It wasn’t his fault Angel got hurt, I knew that, but I was furious, and I think Dino knew I needed to get that out. Fist fighting in the front yard was archaic, yet somehow still effective. Dino could have taken me down too, but he let me get in a few swings before knocking me on my ass and asking, “Do you feel better yet?”

      Better, no. But able to look at the swelling on Angel’s cheek and the dirt smeared on her face without taking my rage out on someone, yes. Dino and I had gone back in the house to find Angel asleep sitting up, cradling my secret candy stash in her lap like a baby with her hand still inside. Her long blonde hair all in disarray, obscuring her face and the injury that I knew lurked underneath. Jeannette sat on the sofa beside her, looking not really at Angel, but more through her. She was miles away, lost in thought. I knew this had to have triggered something in her as well, knowing Jeannette’s history like I did.

      Jeannette and Dino hung out as I picked Angel up and carried her to the spare room. I could have woken her up and gave her a change of clothes, but if she was tired enough to pass out on my couch while eating candy mid-conversation, then I shouldn’t wake her. Scooping her straight off the couch, I carried her princess-style down the hall to the room directly opposite mine. The actual guest room she could have slept in the first time she spent the night in my house, but at the time, she’d taken a left instead of a right and ended up in my bed. I had woken up mostly still asleep on the couch and hadn’t even paid attention when I crawled in bed with her that first time. I was wide-awake now, and I wouldn’t do that to her again.

      Poor Angel, she’d been through so damn much in just a few short days. She’d asked me for help, and I thought I’d taken care of it. Having Dino keep an eye on her had been more for my peace of mind than anything. Chaz Malone had gotten his money, and even though he was a stone-cold dick head, he was also a sound businessman. You don’t get to have the kind of power he has without having your head in the game. We had made a transaction, a profitable one for Chaz, since I actually paid him more than what he was asking, so it didn’t make sense he would send one of his goons, his most volatile one, in fact, after Angel. It was bad for business.

      I would have to look into it further, maybe I would have Dino do some checking for me and I could keep a closer eye on Angel. Running Anderson Investments didn’t keep me as busy as people would like to think. I wasn’t kidding when I told Angel I was a figurehead. The company was my inheritance, but I didn’t actually do any of the work. We had a board of trustees for that. I think it just made everyone feel better after Dad was gone, to have an Anderson in the building, and not just a name on the outside.

      My real skills were not in investments anyway. I was a mercenary, that’s what I was good at. You could put me in a suit, but that was just another disguise for me, just another part I played. I could do so many things. One of the things I was good at was protection, and I was going to protect Angel whether she wanted it or not.

      It was a quarter after two when I finally crawled into my own bed. I’d tasked Dino and Jeannette with picking up Angel’s car and bringing it back to my house. I also told them to stop into the bar and smooth things over with the manager. I didn’t want there to be any lingering issues for Angel after tonight. I wanted her to be able to wake up and leave if she wanted, and not have to worry about backtracking her steps, or having to go back to the scene of her attack if she didn’t want to. Fuck that—let her sleep it off. That’s what I would want to do.

      That’s why I was shocked as shit to wake up to her standing next to my bed, looking down on me wide-eyed and awake.

      “Are you wearing pants?” I had to check to make sure, but yes, I was wearing pants.

      “You are not wearing pants.” I don’t know why I felt the need to point it out, but she was standing in her shirt and panties and that was not what I had put her to bed in. She had also taken a shower, I could tell by the way her hair was hanging damp and curly down around her shoulders, leaving little dark spots on her shirt where the water drops had soaked through.

      “Can I sleep with you?”

      That was a fully loaded question that I didn’t know how to answer, although my dick became very interested and I had to twist a little under the blanket so my erection didn’t cause a dome in the comforter.

      “I gave you the guest room this time so you wouldn’t yell at me,” I told her with a sleepy grin. “You lonely without me? Need a snuggle?” The joke died on my lips as I looked into her eyes. They were void of any emotion, empty.

      “I can’t wash them off.” She rubbed her wrists together and held them out as a visual explanation, they were red and agitated. The skin all the way up her arms was red and angry looking. “I took a shower and I scrubbed and scrubbed but I can’t wash his hands off. All of the places he touched. They won’t come clean.”

      Oh shit. Okay.

      Completely at a loss I slid over in the bed and pulled the blankets back, gesturing for her to join me. What was the right thing to do? I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to tell her to go back to the guest room. Not with her standing there, vulnerable and needing something to make her feel better. I realized my mistake shortly thereafter when instead of laying down with her back to me and falling asleep, she crawled as close to me as she could get and snuggled her face into my neck. I froze in place, not sure what she was up to but not sure if I should stop her either. It wasn’t until I felt her hand trail down my bare chest and start flirting with the waistband of my sweatpants that I found my voice.

      “Angel, what are you doing?” I’m surprised I was able to get the words out, my lungs had been locked up since I felt her fingers dip into the waistband of my boxer shorts and she was about two seconds away from shaking hands with my dick.

      “I’m sorry,” she breathed the words against my neck, not sounding sorry in the least bit. “I just need…something.” She pressed her breasts against my bare chest and I felt her nipples through the cotton of her shirt, scraping against my skin. Fffuuuck that felt good. My self-control was slipping by the second, but I had to stay in my right mind with her. She was too fragile, too affected right now to know what she was doing.

      “Angel, I’m not a magic eraser. I can’t fix that for you.” I thought that would do it, and she did pause, her palm cupping my balls through the thin layers of clothing, but she didn’t move away.

      I felt her breath, soft against my neck as she said, “Gabe, I’ve loved you since I was fourteen, and never once have I ever labored under the delusion that I could keep you for myself. But I need you right now—please.” Then the hand that had been on the outside of my pants made its way to the inside, and I was a goner. I would pick apart her words tomorrow. There was something about them that sounded so sad, so lonely. But I couldn’t spend the time thinking about them right now because she was kissing on my jawline and her hand was stroking my already painfully hard cock in just the right places.

      Okay. Okay, I’ll play. If that’s what you need, I’ll give it to you.

      “Do you want to touch me, or do you want me to touch you?” Ground rules, I thought while I still had my brain intact. It’s important to establish ground rules.

      “Yes,” was all she said before her mouth left my jaw and softly met mine. I only hesitated for an instant, giving her that last chance to change her mind, but she only increased the pressure, opening her mouth further, inviting me in. Well, if she was going to open the door, I wasn’t going to refuse the invitation. She wanted me to touch her? Well, I would. I would touch all of her, and may she not fucking kill me in the morning.

      Gently rolling her onto her back I grabbed the hem of her shirt, pausing briefly to admire the soft swell of stomach that showed between the bottom of her shirt and the pink lace top of her panties. It looked too sweet so I stopped short of taking her shirt off and I bit there. Gently, just enough to leave a little red mark.

      “Not there,” she said, embarrassed. I remembered back to the last time I grabbed her in this exact spot. She’d said something about not touching her chub. She had nothing to be embarrassed about. She was beautiful. I know she knew it too, and stupid teenage hang-ups had no place in this room, in this bed.

      “Sorry not sorry, Angel,” I murmured against her skin, nipping her in the exact same spot again. “You wanted me to touch you, and I will. I’ll touch you wherever I want. No takebacks.” Her breath caught in her throat as I pulled the shirt up and over her head, freeing her bare breasts from their cotton restraint.

      Holy shit, her tits were magnificent.

      They looked even bigger naked than clothed, and completely out of the blue I remembered a phrase I had heard jokingly in the locker room back when I was a teenager.

      More than a mouthful’s a waste.

      What a load of bullshit. Anyone who could say that had clearly never had more than a mouthful. Even one was much more than my mouth could handle, but I tried anyway, sucking her nipples deep into my mouth and tonguing them until she arced off the bed, moaning and grabbing fistfuls of my hair. Her cries were an aphrodisiac, spurring me on, and she pulled my head closer until I was so full of her I could barely breathe. I didn’t care. She tasted like sugar and I had a craving for sweets. And if just me touching her breasts made her cry out like this, what would she do if I buried my dick inside of her?

      We were falling down a rabbit hole here, but Goddamn it, she started it.

      Her legs were squirming underneath me, her knees tapping against my hips as I continued to knead handfuls of her breasts in my hands. I could stay there all night. I didn’t think I would ever be tired of being smothered in that plump, smooth flesh, but she was getting antsy, and I knew what she wanted. I had a list going in my head, 1001 things I want to do with Angel’s naked body, that started compiling the second I took her shirt off and got a view of her spectacular rack. But this wasn’t about me and my needs. This was about Angel, and her lower body grinding against me was telling me more than any words could. Regretfully, I let go of her chest and moved my hand farther down her body, checking to see if she was ready to take me.

      Holy shit she was more than ready, she was on fire.

      Groaning, tamping down my own desire, I moved back a bit, spread her knees open slowly, waiting for her to stop me. I hoped she wouldn’t, but if there was ever a last chance to change her mind, this was it.

      “Angel,” I said, trying hard not to moan the words at her, this was important. “Are you sure about this?” I was kneeling on the bed, looking down her body and could barely see her face above the pale mountain of her breasts. Mouth parted in desire and eyes half open, she reached up and stroked me again. I would stop if she said no, but my dick might fall off if I did.

      “It’s okay if it’s you, Gabe,” she said as she wiggled, shimmied a bit to get her silky panties down and off. One hand reached to slide up my neck, fingers scraping against the short hairs there. The other hand reached back down to my hip, guiding me to the heat of her entrance.

      I should have thought more about what she said. About the meaning behind those words, but I didn’t.

      She was so soft and warm my brain slipped from raring to go to almost losing my load. She moaned low in her throat as she took me deep inside of her, and as she hooked her ankles behind my back, effectively locking us in place, I knew we had passed the point where we could go back to how we were, whatever tenuous place that had been.

      Grabbing her by the hips, I sunk my fingertips into the softness there and began to move, slowly at first, lifting her ass off the bed to meet me. As I slid in and out of her, building up pressure between the both of us, gathering speed until there was no sound in the room beside our ragged breathing and the slap of flesh against flesh, I knew, she was going to hate us both in the morning. But she felt so good underneath me, I couldn’t even begin to care.
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      I was alone when I woke up, and thank God for small favors, because as soon as I opened my eyes the reality of what I had done came crashing down around me. Holy shit, I had sex with Gabe Anderson. My Gabe Anderson. Well, not really mine, but I don’t know how to even explain it. I knew I had screwed up, though. I had screwed up bad.

      He’d been my fantasy when we were younger, and I was so damned distraught yesterday I didn’t know what to do with myself, and I pushed those feelings on him. I guilted him into sleeping with me, that is what happened. There is no reason otherwise that he would have done such a thing. He’d saved me from kidnapping, and weirdly enough, kind of saved me from Tweak through six degrees of Kevin Bacon, and how did I repay him? By crawling into his bed in the middle of the night and putting my hands in his pants.

      Oh my God, I had really done that.

      That was not me, I do not do shit like that, but I don’t know, I was so messed up I needed something to just…make it go away for a little bit. I had used Gabe, and he let me. That might not have been an issue between normal consenting adults, but Gabe and I were different. There was no way he would ever feel the same way about me as I did about him, at least the old him. I felt like I took something from him I couldn’t give back, like I kept fucking taking from him, and I hated myself for it. The tears came against my will, streaming down my face as I sat up, naked amidst the deep brown bedding. The bed was cold, he’d been long gone.

      I pulled my phone off the nightstand to check the time. I was pretty sure I hadn’t brought it in here last night, so Gabe must have done it this morning. Ever the gentleman. I was such a shit. A lazy shit, apparently, considering it was eleven in the morning. It was amazing how a traumatic experience and a good rogering could make you sleep like that dead. I had never even heard Gabe get up, and I had no idea when he left.

      The green light on my phone was blinking, so I checked to see who had left a message. Handsome Devil. Gabe had sent me a text? What? He had left me in his own house without waking me up, I couldn’t imagine what he would have to say that would speak any louder than that, but I clicked the text message anyway because I’m a masochist.

      I had to go to the office this morning and didn’t want to wake you. I had Dino and Jeannette go get your car and stuff from Nasta’s and bring it here. You might want to call Jesse though, Dino wouldn’t tell me what excuse he gave for you running out like that, but he was smiling and Jeannette looked like she wanted to kill him. I’m just saying it’s worth checking on. Call me when you get up please, I need to talk to you. And, Angel, it’s okay. Don’t over think it.

      It was a long ass message that came over in three different message blocks time stamped at eight thirty in the morning. Gabe had been gone for hours. He’d tried to give me an out, Don’t over think it. How could I not over think it? And call him when I got up? No thanks. I couldn’t even talk about this right now, not to him.

      There were also three missed calls and a frantic voicemail from Jesse, the manager and bartender at Nasta’s, wondering “where the fuck” I was and what had happened to me. Then there was another text, also from Jesse that said Dino and Jeannette had stopped in to pick up my equipment, and that everything was square. And next time to not be embarrassed and run if I have an issue again.

      Incontinence is nothing to be ashamed of, Angel. We are all adults here. I wouldn’t have laughed at you. Call me when you are feeling better and we can schedule other gigs. I’m not paying you for last night though, lol.

      So they told him I pissed my pants and that was why I ran out of there so fast and left my equipment behind? I ground my teeth in frustration, I would lay money down that Jeannette didn’t come up with that particular juicy tidbit. We might not have been besties, but that still violated some sort of girl code, I was pretty sure. The whole thing reeked of Dino. It was a shame that handsome shell housed such a rotten fucking personality. His name would forever-more be Doucho instead of Dino. It suited him better.

      Anger and guilt were consuming me from the inside out and I was spiraling out of control. I needed to talk to someone else who had dealt with this crazy feeling of hopelessness before. Someone who had maxed out on all the bullshit they could take. I also needed therapy. Retail therapy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “For the last time, I did not disappear for six months. I just chose not to interact, I was having personal issues,” my friend Regina said from behind her laptop as she sat at her dining table amid a stack of papers and marketing material.

      “Um, true or false. Did you, or did you not, break up with Richard and hide out in your house for months without calling a single soul? I know my phone never rang. I only heard about the breakup when I saw Richard out and about with another woman. Where did he get the hagzilla by the way? Looks like you were the only one who traded up.” I was speaking of Beck, her giant beast of a boyfriend who happened to be a tatted up bad boy with the soul of an artist. Lucky bitch.

      “Okay, full disclosure,” Regina said, snapping her laptop shut and running her hands through her much darker and much shorter than it used to be hair. “I completely shut down after I found out Richard had been cheating on me. I found out that some people close to me had known about it, and I sort of lost my shit. I felt like everyone knew about it, so I didn’t feel comfortable talking to anyone, especially not mutual friends while my life was in the shitter.”

      “Mutual friends?” I snorted at that. “I knew Richard because we went to high school together. I wouldn’t call that a close mutual friend considering I went away to college in California and only moved back home to Toledo probably about five years ago. Hell, you and I only know each other because we always scheduled our hair appointments at the same time and we just kind of clicked at the salon. I happened to know who your boyfriend was. That doesn’t mean I owed him any loyalty because he was a cheating douchebag.”

      I had a lot of acquaintances, but I wouldn’t really call anyone a close friend. I’d had one of those once, and it had left a giant gaping hole in my chest. I rubbed that aching part with the heel of my hand. Thinking of Gabe hurt, and reminded me of why I was even here.

      “I’m sorry you felt that way, Regina. I’m sorry I wasn’t intuitive enough to know you needed someone when you did. I’m not the most open of people, but I’m going through some painful shit and I just wonder, how did you handle it? Like, I am pretty sure I fucked up and I don’t really know what to do.” The tears threatened to come again but I held them back with sheer willpower.

      “Hey, I know how that is. It’s okay. You sounded like ass on the phone. I canceled a lunch date with Beck so we could talk. He was kind of salty about it, but he’s still bringing us snacks. Because he looooooves me.” I perked up at the word snacks. Snacks were awesome. I would be okay with Beck showing up if he came with snacks.

      “I still can’t believe you won’t go shopping with me.” I pouted. Retail therapy usually made me feel better when I felt like shit, but Regina said she couldn’t go out. She asked me to come over instead.

      “Well, I have a shit ton of work to do here still, being a multiline rep for different product manufacturers is a lot different than working for one company. I mean, I like that I get to pick what I represent and sell, and I love working from home, but my customer base has also expanded exponentially. And to be honest, I can’t really go out much right now. Early afternoons are really difficult for me, I get really tired and my stomach is pretty messed up. I was planning on breaking the lunch date with Beck anyway because I can get sick at the drop of a hat.”

      Tired in the afternoons. Getting sick at the drop of a hat? Tell me this grown ass woman did not have a clue what that meant.

      “Regina, are you pregnant?” The blush creeping up her cheeks told me all I needed to know. “Holy shit, you are, aren’t you? How did that happen? How far along are you? How long have you known?” Forgetting my own problems for a minute I squealed with joy, basking in someone else’s good news for once.

      “How did it happen? Really, Angel? How old are you? Well, let me tell you. First, when a man really likes a woman, he takes his— ”

      “Oh my God shut up, Regina, I know where babies come from.” It felt good to laugh, and the load on my chest got a little bit lighter, a little less suffocating. “What about Beck? Does he know yet?”

      “No, he does not, and I swear you better not say anything when you see him.” Regina wasn’t laughing. She was dead serious that she did not want Beck to know she was pregnant.

      “Isn’t he going to figure it out eventually? I mean, it’s not something you can hide for very long. You don’t think he is going to be happy about the baby?” That made me sad. They seemed like such a loving couple. I mean, yeah a baby changes things but they weren’t kids. They were grownups already. A baby should be something to celebrate.

      “He is going to be ridiculous when he finds out. We’ll have to tie a string around him and tie him to a chair so he doesn’t float away, that’s how happy he will be.” I snorted again at the thought of her behemoth boyfriend floating away like a balloon. Some visions were too ludicrous. “I’m not ready to tell him yet, though,” Regina continued, pulling the sides of her ratty grey cardigan closer around her, like she was chilly. “I’m only about eight weeks along and I want to find some creative way to tell him, like a pop up card that spits glitter and sings a song about being a daddy or something. I just don’t know yet.”

      It all sounded a little over the top to me, but I didn’t have a chance to comment on it because I heard the front door open, and the thumping of shoes down the hallway signified Beck’s arrival. Regina got up to welcome him and as she passed where I was sitting, she leaned over and whispered in my ear, “If you say a word about it, I will rip your nipples off I swear to God.”

      Holy shit, pregnant women were scary. I folded my arms across my chest as a form of protection. I didn’t really think she would twist my nipples off, but I wasn’t taking any chances. A lot of things had changed about Regina recently. New man, new hair, new job, and now a baby. Time stands still for no fucking body, does it?

      “Beautiful ladies, I have brought you a feast!” Beck’s loud voice boomed down the narrow hallway and filled the small kitchen space we occupied. Beck didn’t just walk into a room, he thundered into it. He was such a large man, and the paper bags he carried looked miniscule in his arms, even though they were stuffed to the brim.

      “I’m starving,” declared Regina, who mere moments ago had told me the thought of food made her sick. Yeah, I thought to myself, she was going to out herself soon enough. She didn’t need help from me.

      “Yes! Snacks! What did you bring, Beck?” I gave my most beguiling smile to the bringer of the food and thus my personal savior.

      “I hit all the major snack food groups, I think,” Beck said as he rummaged through the bags he had set on the table. “I have cheese, pickle chips, slim jims, and ice cream.” As he spoke, he pulled several of the items out of the bags. There were five pints of ice cream. Five pints.

      “Why so much ice cream, are there more people coming?” There was some good stuff there though, and was that mochi green tea ice cream? I definitely needed to try some of that.

      “This?” Beck held up a pint, it looked tiny in his hand. “It isn’t so much, these things are single serve, aren’t they?” He was being dead serious. I could have hugged him. Instead I went into the kitchen and grabbed some spoons. We hadn’t even really talked about my issues, but already I felt like I was around my people.

      “I’m hot,” Regina said suddenly, and she ripped her cardigan down off her shoulders and slung it over the back of her chair where it promptly slid to the floor. She didn’t notice, though, because she was ripping open the bag of pickle chips and grabbing a huge handful to stuff in her mouth. I raised my eyebrows at her. This was new behavior. ‘What?” she asked me, cheeks puffed out with the number of chips she’d stuffed inside.

      “Not a thing,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest again. I wasn’t baiting the preggo. No way.

      “So what’s going on ladies? I feel like a chick conversation is coming and I’m not sure if I should be here for it or not. Am I good?” He said it jokingly but it was actually really considerate of him. Every time I met Beck I could see more and more why Regina had fallen so hard in love with him.

      “Beck, would you consider leaving Regina and being my boyfriend instead?” I asked, fluttering my eyelashes at him in the most over the top way possible.

      “Oh, I would, but Cinderella would rip my nipples off if I tried,” he said, leaning down to give her a big noisy kiss on the cheek. They were so gross together it was adorable. And how often did she use that nipple threat anyway?

      “Angel is having man trouble, and she needs to talk it out before she loses it,” Regina said after she swallowed her mouthful of food. “Since I also recently had man trouble, she thought I might have some advice. Like I know what I’m doing.”

      “Does this man trouble have anything to do with the reason why your face looks roughed up? Because I mean, it doesn’t look too bad, but it’s there and I’m going to have a hard time acting like I don’t see it if you are asking us for love advice.” Boy, Beck could go from friendly to dangerous in the blink of an eye. I found myself squirming a little in the chair.

      “You are in a better place than I am, Regina,” I said tiredly. “And yes my face sort of has something to do with it, but the person who did it is not the man I am having trouble with. At least not the same kind of trouble.” All the fun was oozing out of me now that we had brought the conversation back around to what a shit show my life was at the moment.

      “You wanna talk about it?” Beck asked, scooping a massive spoonful of ice cream into his mouth and swallowing it in one bite. He made no indication he had an ice cream headache of any kind, but I couldn’t imagine being able to eat like that. He was a national treasure, Beck was. “Sometimes,” he continued, setting the pint that was now a quarter less full back down on the table, “it’s better to talk about your issues to someone who is totally uninvolved, and not biased in any way. Just let it out, we won’t judge you.”

      Regina snorted at his words. “Last time someone said that to me I ended up getting molested in an alleyway outside of a bar.”

      “Yeah, you did, and you liked it.” Beck gave Regina a high five and she giggled, blushing again.

      How did I get this? This thing Regina and Beck have? How did I get this uncomplicated bliss? Tears pricked the back of my eyeballs again and it all came out in a rush.

      “I accidentally got involved in a crime ring and then I got kidnapped and I had to get rescued by my ex high school best friend whom I haven’t talked to in fifteen years. He had to pay a shit ton of money for me in ransom and then I became emotionally compromised by something else bad that happened and I guilted him into sleeping with me. I broke us completely and I don’t know how to even face him right now much less fix the thing I broke. Because the worst part is we were broken to begin with, so even if I fix this thing now, there is still that other thing that needs fixing and I just don’t know how to handle all of this right now.” The last part trailed off in hiccups as the tears did fall, and I sat at the kitchen table with Beck and Regina and wept like a baby.

      They just sat there quietly and let me do it too, which was kind of weird. Normally girlfriends get up and hug you while you sob out your emotions. Beck and Regina just waited patiently for me to stop. To be honest, I felt a little lighter when I was done. Like I’d just been to confession or something.

      “Holy shit, Angel, that’s a lot,” Regina said as she grabbed a box of tissues from who the hell knows where and pushed them across the table at me. I grabbed a fistful from the box and blotted my eyes and then I blew my nose.

      “Yeah, I know. I screwed up bad.” I sniffled.

      Beck made a kind of “hmm” noise in his throat for a minute as he scratched his chin with his forefinger and thumb. “You know, that was kind of some impressive BS right there.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked that he would say such a thing to me while I sat there crying.

      “Well, the kidnapping part and the ransom sounds crazy, but not really your fault. You should just be happy he cared enough about you to rescue you. A lot of people wouldn’t do that. Especially if it cost them so much. No ex best friend I know, anyway. Also, you can’t guilt a man into sleeping with you. You can trust me on this, as I am a man myself.” Beck leaned back in the chair with his hands behind his head. The chair groaned under the weight and I had a moment of worry thinking it was going to collapse underneath him, but it didn’t. That was some amazing craftsmanship.

      “What do you mean?” I really wasn’t following what Beck was saying. Maybe he didn’t understand, or I hadn’t explained it properly. “I was a mess, I came onto him really hard. I didn’t really give him much of a choice.”

      “Bullshit. You gave him an opening.”

      I still didn’t understand. Beck’s words weren’t making sense. I wanted to ask him what he meant by that but two things happened then. One, my phone dinged with a text message from Gabe.

      I waited long enough. You didn’t call me. Get down to the office, Dino has news and it’s important.

      At the same time that I was being summoned by the devil himself, Regina decided that once again, food was the enemy and made it to the kitchen garbage before she gagged and threw up all of the pickle chips she had just eaten. There was no way she was going to be able to keep this a secret, but I couldn’t worry anymore about what everyone else was doing. I had to go.
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      She was avoiding me like I knew she would. I knew Angel would wake up in the morning angry at herself, and by association, me. I gave her all the space I could this morning, but I made the decision before I took her last night. Before I pulled the covers back in the bed and beckoned for her to get in, that I was going to keep her. Whatever shit we had to work through, we would. I wasn’t going to lie to myself anymore, though. Angel was important to me, and after having the one taste of her, I knew I couldn’t let her go.

      Mine.

      That was what I thought when I got dressed for the office that morning and looked at her sleeping, tangled up in my sheets and comforter.

      Mine.

      Mine to keep and protect. Mine to love. Because I did. And maybe it wasn’t the same feelings I had for her when we were younger, but that was okay. A lot of time had passed, and we were as good as strangers now, but I wanted to know everything there was to know about her and I was willing to do some nefarious shit to do it. I would give her a little space, but I wouldn’t let her run. Especially not when some drugged out psycho with a sick fixation was trying to hurt her. No fucking way. I would leave him a greasy smear on the concrete before I let that fucker get near her again.

      I called a meeting to talk about the intel Dino had brought me, but if Angel didn’t walk her happy ass in here shortly I was going to be forced to go find her. I had been pretty patient with her today, but she did not want me to have to go looking for her. I gave her space this morning, but now was the time for following instructions, her safety depended on it.

      I was about ready to text her again when she opened the waiting area door and my breath caught in my throat. Jesus, God, she was a stunner. I don’t know if it was because I had just acknowledged my personal feelings that made me see her differently, or because I had tasted what was under those clothes, but she looked like seduction in denim as she walked in the door.

      She also had an attitude.

      I could take my time drinking her in. The way her jeans clung to her full hips and ass, and the heavy swell of her breasts as they pulled against the v neck of her faded red t-shirt. I could stare all I wanted because she was doing a really good job of not making eye contact with me, looking everywhere but in my corner of the room as she stood there fidgeting.

      Fine. There was too much open space here anyway. Let’s make the room smaller then, shall we?

      “Thank you for finally gracing us with your presence, Angel, we have a lot to go over. Everyone in my office, please.” I opened the door to my office and waited to shut the door until they filed inside. I sat at my desk. There were several chairs and a couch in my office, Angel and Jeannette chose to sit in those, while Dino lounged on the leather sofa in the corner. Everyone else looked at me, waiting for me to share whatever info I had. Angel was still looking at the floor.

      “Angel, look at me,” I commanded. Startled by the intensity in my voice, she looked up and met my gaze. “Don’t overthink it.” That was all I was going to say on the matter, with all the ears in the room. She didn’t say anything, but at least she wasn’t looking at the walls and the floor anymore. That was good, because I needed her to pay attention to the shit that was going to happen next.

      “Dino has some news to share with the group. Go ahead, Dino.” Dino sat up from his lounging position on the sofa and waited until he had the attention of all three of us before he spoke.

      “Bernard Hopper, or Tweak, as everyone calls him, is no longer in the employ of Chaz Malone. Hasn’t been, as a matter of fact, since Gabe picked Angel up in Detroit. Chaz got wind of Bernard getting handsy with Angel at the warehouse and cut him loose. Said if he couldn’t trust his employees with his merchandise then he had no need of them.”

      I ground my teeth in anger over Dino’s words. I kind of assumed that was what had happened, but hearing out loud that he had touched her without her permission made me want to strangle the shit out of that little creep.

      “That’s kind of a problem for you, though,” Dino continued. “Now he’s out on the prowl and he seems fixated on your girl, Gabe. The problem is, there is no one to keep him in line anymore. He doesn’t answer to Chaz. He doesn’t answer to anybody.”

      Angel’s face lost all color as Dino was speaking. She didn’t say a word, but her knuckles turned white as she gripped her legs to keep her hands from shaking, I was sure. She didn’t need to be scared. I would take care of her. I wouldn’t let shit happen to her. But then Dino shocked us all when he continued.

      “I can’t help you out with this anymore, G. Chaz, he knows we have a connection, you and me. Now, right now, he thinks it’s because I’m a hired thug and you have a lot of money. He thinks we had a previous business relationship, and I’d like to keep it that way. I have my own agenda right now, and I need to focus on it. I can’t be seen escorting your princess around the city. You are going to have to find someone else to be her bodyguard.”

      “You don’t have to say it like that, you asshole.” I was surprised at the heat in Jeannette’s voice as she rounded on Dino. Angel even looked a little taken aback at how angry Jeanette became at his words. “I get that you have some other secret shit going on, and that’s fine. You are your own man and no one is telling you what to do. But don’t you fucking dare make light of the fact that someone is trying to hurt her. She needs protecting. It doesn’t make her weak, or a princess. It makes her a target, and fuck you for thinking that is no big deal.” Jeannette’s eyes blazed green behind the lenses of her glasses, and her fury was displayed in the red of her cheeks and the flush creeping up her neck. I knew where it was coming from, this anger, and it had nothing to do with Dino. It had nothing to do with Angel, even.

      “It’s okay.” Angel surprised me by being the next to speak up. “It’s okay, everyone. I’m sorry for being such a mess. I used to think that I was a pretty well-adjusted adult. But I have zero control in all of this and it is really fucking with my mind. I don’t need Dino to protect me, but I do thank you for helping in the beginning. Even if you did help kidnap me, sort of.”

      Angel continued. “Jeannette, thank you for defending me, it’s sweet but unnecessary. Even though I was kind of a bitch to you at first, I appreciate you going to bat for me. But guys, I can’t live like this. He took me by surprise last time because I wasn’t prepared. I’m not so weak that I can’t defend myself. I just didn’t know that I would need to is all.”

      “We never know when we will need to, Angel.” I meant those words. I’d learned that in my previous line of work. You never know when someone is going to try to take you out, so live every day like someone is going to try anyway. Always be prepared. That way of thinking had saved my life more than once. Angel was going to learn it now. “I don’t want you going anywhere alone. So if you need to leave, you call someone to go with you. It can be me, a friend, or even those crazy ladies downstairs, I don’t care. I just don’t want you to be alone. Ever. Got it?”

      “Can I sleep alone, boss?” she asked, sarcasm dripping from every word. I’m sure she had no clue that what she just said had any other meaning than literal, but her words shot straight to my dick all the same.

      “We can talk about that later, in private.” It was a warning, and if I could judge by her quick intake of breath, I would bet she understood my meaning just fine.

      “She can call me,” Jeannette added softly. “I wouldn’t mind keeping you company, Angel. I mean, if you wanted to hang out sometime. Even if just like, as friends, not as a bodyguard.”

      That was a lot coming from Jeannette. No one else in the room besides me would even know how much those words had cost her. Jeannette didn’t have friends. She didn’t trust anyone. Well, anyone but me, but that was because I knew her secret. That she was reaching out to Angel this way meant she cared. I don’t know why that made my chest tight, but it did.

      Angel’s smile was breathtaking, like the sun coming out from behind the clouds on a gloomy fucking day. “Thank you, Jeannette. I wouldn’t mind that at all, I just don’t want people feeling like they have to take care of me all the time. I can handle myself.” No, she very well could not handle herself, as was shown by the events of the past weeks, but that was okay if she wanted to think that. We still had our own talking to do.

      “I’m going to go ahead and call this meeting to a close. Dino, I know you can’t show up, but please still let me know if any other intel comes up.” He didn’t say anything, just nodded and headed out the door, throwing Jeannette a wink on the way out. It infuriated her, I think that’s why he did it. “Jeannette, go ahead and head home for the day. Angel and I still have some things to wrap up here before I cut her loose. There might be yelling. You don’t want to be around for that.”

      “Hey—” Angel started to protest but I cut her off with a look. We were going to have it out whether she wanted to or not. We needed to lay some things out on the table, her and me.

      “You got it, Boss,” Jeannette said as she hurried out the door. She mouthed a quick, “good luck” at Angel before she shut the door behind her. I counted thirty seconds before I heard the heavy outer lobby door shut and the thick lock click in place. Good girl, Jeannette, I thought to myself as I stood up and walked around the front of the desk. No interruptions.

      There were a couple of ways I could handle this, I supposed, but blunt and direct had always worked the best for me, so I walked past the chair where Angel was sitting and sat down on the sofa. I patted the space next to me, and with all the authority I could put into my voice I said,

      “Come here, Angel.”
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      “Come here, Angel.”

      Normally I hate people telling me what to do and immediately do the opposite just to piss them off. There was something dangerous about his voice that touched me in places words usually didn’t, though, and before I even knew what was happening, my feet were moving across the office and taking me directly to where he sat on the black leather sofa.

      He’d taken off his suit jacket at some point, and now wore just his dark navy dress slacks and a crisp white button-down dress shirt with the top button undone. He looked relaxed, with his legs stretched out in front of him, like he didn’t have a care in the world. Why then, did I feel like I was a lamb being led to slaughter? My legs were shaking and I was pretty sure my hands would be too if I weren’t clasping them together in front of me. What was he doing?

      “Sit,” Gabe patted the seat cushion next to him. “Let’s talk.” I just continued to gawk at him, and when I made no move to get closer and join him he sighed, and leaning forward held his hands out, palm up. “Please,” he added softly. Even though it was still a command and not a request, I couldn’t deny him.

      I sat because he wanted me to, but I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to hear him say that he was sorry for what we did. I didn’t want to hear him condemn me and say we never should have slept together, even though I agreed. I didn’t want him to say the words so I would say them first.

      “I’m sorry about last night, Gabe, I never should have slept with you.” I thought getting it out first would be less painful. I thought that me being the one to take it back would make things easier on Gabe, and me, as well, but what the hell did I know? Gabe didn’t look relieved, he looked pissed the fuck off.

      “I’m not.” Gabe’s brows drew together in an angry v and his mouth formed a tight line of distemper. “And I think it’s shitty that you can sit there and say that to me.”

      Um, what?

      “I asked you to stay after everyone left because I knew you would be overthinking this. I knew you would have yourself worked up into a tizzy because of some preconceived notion about what I was thinking, about how I was feeling. But you know what? You are wrong. You have no idea how I feel.” Gone was his deceptively relaxed position, now he was sitting straight up, ready to lecture me. His anger was a palpable thing, and I found myself shrinking back on the couch, trying to make myself smaller to avoid the backlash. This conversation was not going how I thought it would. I was out of my depth.

      “What do you want from me?” I exclaimed, jumping up from the couch and running my fingers through my hair. I felt better not being pinned down in a seated position. I had more control on my feet. Of my body, of my words. But then he got up too and stood even closer to me than when we were sitting, and any thought I had of gaining control of the conversation went away in a puff of smoke. Hot damn, Gabe was an intimidating man. Nothing like the boy I had been friends with years ago.

      “I want you to stop making this difficult,” Gabe thundered. “I want you to stop acting like you know my mind. I want you to stop acting like you know what I am thinking, and for fuck’s sake, I want you to never again say that last night was a mistake and that you shouldn’t have slept with me.” He was yelling now, and he had been correct earlier. I was glad that Jeannette was not around to hear this.

      “It hurts me,” he continued, “to hear you say that being with me was a mistake. To take what happened between us and make it inconsequential, like it is something you can just forget. I don’t want to forget it, and I would never say something like that to you. Not only do I not want to forget it, but I want to do it again. But you say you are sorry? I don’t want to hear that from you. I don’t want your regret.”

      Oh. Oh, no. This wasn’t right at all.

      “Are you punishing me, Angel? Is that it? Are you punishing me now for some shit that happened when we were teenagers, because that is some bullshit if it’s true. I’m not a seventeen-year-old kid anymore. And you aren’t that girl I knew back then, either. We are two completely different grown ass adults, who should know their own minds. I know mine. Do you know yours?”

      Fuck this guy for trying to pin me down like he knew where I was coming from. So what if most of the things he was saying were true, it grated my nerves that he could nail me down like that when I had clearly been wrong about him. I was furious, and I lashed back out at Gabe with my own words.

      “You had no idea about me back then either, Gabriel Anderson,” I screamed, shocking even myself at the loudness of my voice. “You don’t know how I felt, or what was important to me. We may have been kids, and it may be stupid now, but it felt big back then. Feelings aren’t right or wrong—they just are. They just are, Gabe.” I was panting from the exertion of screaming out the words I had kept inside for so long. And yet, I still couldn’t share everything. I couldn’t tell him what had happened. I would never tell him. But I was telling him in my awkward tirade that something had happened, and it had affected me for so long. I spewed the angry words out into the air, and when they were gone, I felt emotionally drained, spent.

      “How will I know if you don’t tell me? How would I have known even then, if you didn’t tell me?” Gabe was calm now, serious as he put his hand on my arm, keeping me from pacing around, demanding I answer his question.

      “I was never going to tell you.” I still didn’t plan on it. Fifteen years later, I doubt some words would properly explain it, anyway. Things that cut like a knife when you are an emotional teenager are something that would only be a dull ache as an adult. There was just no proper way to translate, so why try?

      “Then forget about it.” Gabe shrugged his shoulders and stepped back.

      “What do you mean, forget about it?” That was some ludicrous nonsense he was spouting.

      “If you aren’t going to tell me, and you acknowledge that we are two different people now, what is there to dwell on?” I didn’t even know how to respond to that, which was fine because Gabe kept talking.

      “Now we are just two grown adults enjoying each other’s company. Although, I may be the only one who can admit it. Fun fact for you, Angel, I am a grown ass man who has zero problem saying what I want. And I want you. Yesterday, tomorrow, and right fucking now. My dick is hard from having this argument with you, and I can see your nipples tight as hell right through your bra and shirt, so you can lie about it all you want, but I think you want me too. If not, say the word and I’ll back off. But if you do, tell me, Angel. Don’t pretend like you hate me.”

      Who was this man? I had no idea, but he was right about one thing, my anger had turned to something else, and my attraction to him wasn’t something that lingered from fifteen years ago. The Gabe standing in front of me was a sex dream made reality, and I clenched my thighs together to clear my mind and remind myself that I had to be in control. It was hard, though, with him standing there, the collar of his shirt messed up and the smooth skin of his throat exposed. And the way he talked. Oh my God, how could he say those things so easily?

      “Angel,” he was stalking towards me now, slowly unbuttoning the cuffs of his shirt and moving to the buttons in the front. I backed up as he advanced, but I couldn’t stop watching his fingers as they worked those buttons free. This was too much for me, this Gabe was too intense. I didn’t think I could keep up with him, not like this. Holy shit, I couldn’t stop looking at his hands, though, why were they so mesmerizing?

      “Angel.” He was almost singing it now, his voice so sexy and deep. Warmth began to pool at the juncture of my thighs. If I didn’t get out of there soon, I was going to be a puddle on the floor. “I’ll tell you what, Angel, leave if you want to. If that is what you really want to do. Or you can stay, and be honest with yourself. Then we would be on even ground, according to your standards, right?” He’d finished unbuttoning his shirt and pulled it free from his pants, sliding it over his shoulders and letting it fall to the floor. He was in just his undershirt and slacks now, and the combination of under and outerwear was making my brain slow. Gabe Anderson’s body was a masterpiece, and he was clearly using it as a tactic to turn my brain to mush and make me bend to his will. It was working.

      But I had to keep my wits about me. I had to stay in control. I was too proud to admit that my body was responding to Gabe’s strip show; that I wanted to watch him take everything off. That I wanted to see with my eyes what I had felt with my hands the night before.

      Move feet, move! I commanded my body, and they actually shuffled backward a couple of inches in response. Gabe was getting closer, his hands unbuckling his belt and letting that fall to the floor as well. He was going to take his pants off, fuck I had to get out of here before that happened, because something inside of me knew that if I saw him, swollen and hard for me, there was no way I was going to have the willpower to say no. I felt my tongue dart out and lick my lips, completely against my will. God, I wanted to taste him, to bite him, to lick the salt from his skin.

      “Gabe,” I said, my arms out in front of me in a weak attempt to ward him off. “You are in my personal space.” It sounded pathetic, even to me, and the words were my own. He just smiled, like a man who had won a bet, and the sought after prize was in front of him, ready for him to grasp.

      “Angel, if you don’t run right this minute, I’m going to swallow your personal space.”

      Oh my God, yes, please.

      Oh no, I couldn’t think like that. I had to preserve the shreds of control I thought I had in this situation. I reached behind me and felt the knob of the office door. All I had to do was turn around. Open the door and walk out. I would be free. Painfully turned on, but free and out of the clutches of this tantalizing man who threatened to break me down. I turned, faced the door and twisted the knob. It turned in slow motion like everything I did was underwater.

      Inside of me was a war zone. My pride and sense of self-preservation demanded that I turn around and run, save myself from reopening old wounds. But my heart and every other part of my body was on fire with the need to see how far he would take this. Did I look as hungry for Gabe as a felt? Probably. He was giving me every opportunity to deny him, but I couldn’t even force out the words. I could barely muster the halfhearted effort to open a damn door. It was hard to run away when my entire body was engulfed with the blazing need to let him catch me.

      Then I was thrust back into reality as two hands slammed against the door on either side of me and a fully naked Gabe pressed against me. I felt the warmth of his chest against my back and the iron length of his cock pressed against my ass. I was pinned to the door now, cheek and breasts pushed to the heavy wood by the weight of the body behind me.

      I felt his breath, hot on my skin a second before he bit down on that soft place between my neck and shoulder. Not deep enough to break the skin, but hard enough to leave a mark of possession. His low voice growled in my ear and the desire I had tried so hard to hide trickled from between my legs as he spoke. “Too late, Angel.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Self-control, what was that? Nothing I needed apparently, because that bite, those words whispered into my skin—that was all it took to shatter my resistance and have me arching back against his body, away from the door. Away from freedom. I didn’t want to be free. Not really. What I really wanted was to be owned by the man behind me, consumed by his mouth and destroyed by the hands that were grabbing at me roughly, exactly how I needed them to.

      “Jesus, Fuck Gabe, what are you doing to me?”

      “Whatever I want to,” was all he said, right before he spun me around and pressed me to the door again. This time it was my back pressed against the wood, and my breasts pressed against his chest. His mouth took possession of mine, and there was no pretense on my part, I responded in kind. Attacking his mouth hungrily, trying to crawl in him, through him, and out the other side.

      Rough, yes, tear me apart.

      My own thoughts were scaring me. Sex had never felt so intense before, like I would burst into flames if I couldn’t relieve the pressure that was building inside of me. Gabe’s hands were on my breasts now, plucking and scraping at the tight buds of my nipples through my shirt, through my bra, leaving trails of heat everywhere he touched. I was too sensitive, and if he didn’t stop and start touching somewhere else I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on. I’m one of those few women who can have an orgasm just from nipple play, and I was so turned on that it was a near thing. I had to get him to move or I was going to finish before we started, but it just felt so damn good, I couldn—

      I screamed as he ripped my shirt up and sucked the tip of one breast, bra and all, directly into his mouth, scraping the nipple with his teeth and tongue right through the satin cup. “Fuck!” I shouted, and the shock waves that had started in my chest and thighs rippled out like water and extended through my arms and legs. Pleasure like lightning shot through my fingers and toes and I sank to my knees, head down, lacking the strength to even stay standing.

      “Angel,” Gabe said from somewhere above my head, sounding a little breathless himself, “did you just get off to me touching your nipples?”

      “Yes.” I had a hard time speaking, the euphoria of a screaming orgasm still making it difficult to make words. “I’m…kind of strange that way.”

      “That’s not strange at all, that’s amazing. Angel, your body is amazing. I want to touch more of it. I want to taste more of it. Get up off the floor, I’m not done.” I still had all my clothes on, and as I lifted my head and looked up at Gabe I was reminded that he had none. A work of art, he was, standing above me. As I looked up the line of his body, my mouth watered at the sight of him, bobbing thick and strong in front of my face. If he was doing whatever he wanted, then it should stand to reason I could do whatever I wanted, right? And right then, I wanted to take him into my mouth, to experience the taste that was uniquely Gabriel.

      “No.” That was all I said to him before I took him in my mouth, as far as I could, which wasn’t that far because he had much more than I had any experience handling. It didn’t matter, my lack of skill, I could tell he was into it as he fisted his hands into my hair and his hips moved against my face.

      Power. That’s what I felt in that moment. Some women might have found it degrading to be on their knees like that, but not me. In that moment, I owned Gabriel Anderson and the feel of his silken hardness as it slid in and out of my mouth, the sound of his low moans of pleasure echoing above my head, all worked to get me right back to the fever pitch I was at just moments ago. I wanted to make him feel like he made me feel. Desperate. Crazy.

      But Gabe wasn’t having it.

      “Too much, Angel. Your mouth feels too good and I don’t want to let go so soon. I’ve been thinking about being inside of you again since I pulled out the last time, so stand up. I need to get you naked.”

      Holy fucking shit, his shameless way of speaking made me feel like I could do nothing but obey, so I stood up. I had barely gotten my shirt pulled up over my head when it was Gabe who went down on his knees and took control of the situation. No sooner did he have my jeans unbuttoned and zipped then he pulled them down a couple of inches and started kissing my lower stomach, sucking the skin in his mouth and leaving what I knew was going to be a trail of red hickeys.

      “I thought you wanted me naked,” I said with a nervous laugh. “What is your obsession with this specific part of my body?”

      “I love it,” he said with zero hesitation. “It’s soft and sweet, and you know I can’t resist sweets.” He smiled and looked up at me from his position down on his knees. The look in his eyes was hot and hungry, and desire shot straight through me again. I would do whatever he asked, as long as he kept touching me. Gabriel Anderson was magic. At least, he had some kind of spell over me.

      Without warning, and while I was still looking down at him, he yanked my jeans the rest of the way down my body, burying his face his face between my legs and lapping at the soaked fabric that was barely hanging on to the definition of panties.

      “Gabe, no.”

      “Angel, yes.” He pulled his head back just enough to look up at me. I had my hands fisted in his hair and for a moment, the sight of him on his knees, worshipping my body was so beautiful, I forgot what I was going to say. Then the trembling in my legs reminded me I was about to fall down and I had to get him to stop or I would tumble and crush him.

      “I can’t stay standing when you do that,” I said, laughing again. Not because I was making fun of him, or me, even. More so because I loved every second of this. Knowing that as much as I wanted him, he wanted me too. I wasn’t a pity fuck. He wanted to touch me even more, if possible, than I wanted to touch him. I wasn’t afraid anymore, to ask for what I wanted—no—to demand it. There was no shame in telling Gabe what made me feel good, and what I wanted him to do.

      I stepped away from him, dropping my panties, and reaching around, I unclasped my bra and let it fall to the ground as well. His eyes followed my breasts as they jiggled, free from their restraints. I loved that he loved that part of me. I loved that there was something about me physically that transfixed him, because every part of him was mouthwatering to me.

      I walked over to the couch and knelt down on it, bracing my arms against the back and letting my ass stick out in an invitation. “I want you inside of me, Gabe,” I said, and watched his chocolate brown eyes bleed to black as he got up and stalked towards me again.

      He slid into me with zero hesitation. This was what I wanted, to be filled and connected to Gabe on the most basic level. But he was gentle, and I didn’t want gentle right now. I wanted hard quick thrusts, I wanted to be pushed into as I pushed back at him.

      “Harder, Gabe.” My words came out in gasps as he increased his thrusts slightly.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Angel.”

      “But I want you to.”

      And that was all he needed to hear from me. Gabe held me down with one hand on my shoulder and plunged into me, over and over, my hands braced on the back of the couch, the only thing keeping me from sinking into the cushions.

      Yes—this. This was what I needed. To be lost in the sensations so strong they couldn’t be ignored or forgotten. To have Gabe slam into my soul as hard as he could and leave his mark there, so I would always remember this moment, when Angel the teenage girl splintered apart and let go of her feelings for Gabe the teenage boy. When Angel, the woman, gave herself permission to accept the loving of Gabe, the man.
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      I was getting a whole lot of not shit done today, just like yesterday and the day before. Well, in my defense, two days ago I had let myself lay around all day and recuperate from the extra wild sex Gabe and I had in his office. I was never going to be able to sit on that couch again without thinking of the things we had done. I was willing to bet Gabe thought the same thing.

      But I couldn’t stay locked in fantasy when I had bills to pay and work to do. Playing gigs was fun and I did get paid for it, but my real money came from my writing, and my extra-curricular activities of late had put me behind on my projected word count. As in, I hadn’t written shit in a couple of weeks and my readers and my bank account were going to start bitching soon. Gabe had agreed to give me space to get my work done, on the grounds that I didn’t keep trying to avoid him and let him take me on a proper date on the weekend, which sounded awesome, so I said yes. I asked him where he was planning on taking me and he told me Affini’s, which was great, because their food was the bomb diggety, but I hardly ever went there because it was kind of expensive.

      “Wear a low cut shirt so I can stare at your boobs over dinner,” Gabe had said boldly as he kissed me goodbye when I was leaving his office.

      “I’ll wear a turtleneck and you’ll like it.”

      He laughed, I laughed, we both knew a turtleneck wasn’t happening because it had been in the low seventies for the past few weeks, but I could tease. And that was fun. The freedom to have playful banter with someone who I wasn’t in the stage of “trying to get to know.” I could say what I wanted around Gabe, there wasn’t that awkward “what will he think of me” stigma hanging over my head.

      The problem was I struggled with relationships. I wasn’t kidding when I said that my most lasting relationship was with my vibrator. The closest person I had ever connected with on an emotional level was Gabe, and I had a hard time letting anyone get close to me since then. I knew it was some screwed up part of my own psyche holding me back, but I just didn’t know what to do about it. So I went through a lot of shallow, quick relationships, because I didn’t know how to be a partner. I specifically chose men who didn’t want that from me either, because then I wouldn’t have to go through the effort to let them in, to give them the power to hurt me.

      Gabe had that power, though. He’d already had it before we became physical, and that was what had me scared. That was what had me sitting in front of my laptop for the last three days, unable to write a lick of romance—because my own love life had me twisted.

      I had writer’s block. Goddamnit.

      It had happened before, though not for the same reason. I did have a backup plan for such occasions, and it involved two elderly ladies and copious amounts of tequila. I opened my apartment door and yelled down to the first floor. Well, not yelled, really. I didn’t even have to raise my voice much to be heard, but I did project a bit.

      “Hey, Jolene!” At first I didn’t think she heard me, but then I heard jiggling noises as she opened her door and I heard her voice project back at me.

      “What Angel dear?”

      “I have writer's block. Want to do a story time or do you have something else going on?” She didn’t answer, but I heard her footsteps shuffling back into her apartment before she came back out in the hallway and shut her door.

      She banged on the door of the apartment next to hers, and I heard her yell through the door, “Gerta! It’s storytime. Bring the blender.”

      Laughing to myself I went back into my apartment to clear some space for everyone to sit. I was a writer, so I had a tendency to be a bit scattered in my cleaning. Okay, I was a clutter hog, whatever. There weren’t any dust bunnies or dirty dishes lying around, I wasn’t a dirtball. I just had a lot of stuff and didn’t organize very well. I didn’t really have people over to my apartment besides Jolene and Gerta, and my mom lived in Florida now, so it wasn’t like I needed to keep it clean for her. I would probably have to clean better if Gabe was going to come over, though.  Ugh, all of my issues revolve around Gabe. I needed a hobby.

      I’d barely got the loveseat and the recliner free of the books and notebooks that usually covered the tops of everything before there was a knock on the apartment door. I didn’t bother answering it, and Jolene didn’t bother waiting for me to, she just swung the door open and walked inside, Gerta following close behind.

      Gerta set the pitcher down in the kitchen and began assembling the margaritas immediately, as was her normal job during story time. I opened the freezer and cupboards to see what we could eat to go with them. If we were going to be pounding tequila—and we would be—we would need food to go with it.

      “All right ladies, I have tater tots, bagel bites, crackers and cheese in a can. Pick your poison.” I really needed to get to the grocery store, but in my defense, I had been pretty damn busy what with all the kidnapping and assault and kinky office sex going on. It was amazing I was running out of things to write about, as insane as my real life was getting.

      “I vote no on bagel bites, dear, the tomato sauce aggravates my hiatal hernia.” I wanted to point out to Jolene that the tequila would probably also aggravate her reflux but I knew that it would fall on deaf ears. Jolene was in her eighties, she knew what she could handle and what she couldn’t.

      “I’m actually not hungry, Angel.” Gerta’s soft voice behind me was almost too low to hear. “I’ve not much of an appetite lately, but you go on and make what you want.” And she pushed the button on the blender, all I heard was the whirring of the blades as they mixed the booze and crushed the ice. Gerta looked okay, but I was just as protective of my elderly neighbors as they were of me. I didn’t want to think of any of them in failing health, but Gerta was also old enough to know what she needed and didn’t. She didn’t need me harping on her like one of her doctors to eat more.

      I decided to skip the tater tots and just grabbed the spray cheese and the box of crackers made with nut flour from that one time I thought I might try to eat gluten-free. It had lasted a day and a half, and now all that was left in the pantry to eat were these leftover cardboard crackers I couldn’t bring myself to eat otherwise. Oh well, the cracker was just a vehicle to get the cheese in my mouth without being a complete troll and spraying it directly down my throat. A fancy edible plate. Oh, the sacrifices we make for manners.

      “Okay, so spill it, girlie, it’s been a long time since we’ve had story time. I’ve been about bustin’ to go over some new material, too. I’ve been waiting so long.” Jolene swirled the contents of her glass before taking a long drink. “Ooowee,” she cackled as only the elderly could, “that’s a good batch today, Gerta.”

      Gerta smiled and nodded before she took her own drink. Gerta didn’t talk much, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have anything to say. Gerta liked to live through actions and expressions, not necessarily through words. She also made a bomb ass margarita.

      “I’m in a complete slump,” I admitted, sinking into my ratty green recliner and popping the footrest up. The chair was older than Jesus and my favorite place to sit. Ever. I’m pretty sure there is a permanent impression of my butt in the cushion. Sometimes, if I’m up late writing, I even sleep in it, and I don’t care how geriatric it makes me seem.

      “Does it have anything to do with that handsome young man who was here before?” I was surprised Gerta brought it up, not because it was about Gabe, but because Jolene was usually the one who shamelessly asked exactly what was on her mind.

      I nodded, she was right of course. Gabe had me wrecked right now. I was happy, but I was also terrified. What if I couldn’t be the woman he thought I was? What if I destroyed whatever good thing we were doing and I lost him again? There were still all these issues between us. Things that were painful to think about. Maybe I was confusing my anger with hurt, but pain was pain and it was hard to separate the two. The squeezing in my chest hurt, and I rubbed the heel of my hand over the spot, willing it to go away. I was doing that a lot lately. Why was loving so uncertain and painful? Why did I feel like a teenager again, longing for something I wasn’t supposed to have?

      “Oh, that Anderson boy. He certainly is a handful, isn’t he?” I raised my eyebrows at the remark from Jolene. What did she know about Gabe?

      “How do you know anything about Gabe Anderson?” I asked, taking another long drink of my margarita, letting it swirl around my mouth before enjoying the slow burn as it trickled down my throat. Ooh, Jolene was right, it was a good batch.

      “Marlene Anderson gets her hair done at Charity’s the same time we do, dear. It’s been that way for years.” Jolene acted surprised I didn’t know. I got my hair done at Charity’s, it’s how I met my friend Regina. Did everyone get their hair done there for crying out loud? She was one of about thirty hairdressers in town for goodness sake.

      Although I loved her salon and all the girls who worked there. Including Evan, the shampoo guy, who tried his hardest to be one of the girls, too. It shouldn’t have surprised me that Gabe’s mom went there. She could afford the best, and everyone who worked at Charity’s was top notch in their field. I clearly agreed because I would eat cup ramen for a month if it meant I had the money to get my hair done. She kept my blonde curls shiny and bouncy, and for that she could have my money and my soul, vain though it was.

      “Oh, she’s a nice one, that Anderson girl.” Gerta chimed in, her voice soft and melodic as always. That Anderson Girl was in her fifties, at least, but I suppose when you are as old as Jolene and Gerta, everyone younger is known as boy or girl. “She talks about her son all the time. Is it true that he saved a princess from an assassination attempt?”

      Oh, they were talking about Gabe’s mom, all right. I had heard the same story, and to be honest, I believed her. “Probably,” I said as I squirted a mound of cheese onto a cracker. Then I squished it down with another cracker on top and popped the whole thing in my mouth. Ugh, I should have only used one cracker, those things are foul. I washed it down with another slug from my glass, only to find out that it was empty.

      “Refills, ladies?” I asked as I headed back to my tiny kitchen to grab the pitcher. Both women held up their glasses and I sloppily poured the refills. I had only had one so far but those things were potent, holy shit. Good thing none of us were driving anywhere, because Gerta did not fuck around with her adult beverages.

      “She talks about you too, sometimes,” Jolene piped up. It made me feel guilty, hearing that Mrs. Anderson mentioned me on occasion. Besides when Mr. Anderson passed, and my mom came up from Florida for the funeral, I hadn’t really spent much time with Gabe’s mom. It wasn’t that I didn’t like her, I did. I actually loved her like another mother figure, but it was hard because every time I would visit her she talked about Gabe, and it just fucking hurt. That’s all.

      I knew it was selfish of me, but it was self-preservation. And now Gabe and I were, I don’t know, seeing each other, I guess? I didn’t even want his mom to know. I mean, what if it didn’t work out? She’d always had some innocent fantasy of us getting married and having her grandchildren. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it was a pipe dream.

      “I don’t want to talk about Gabe right now, okay? It’s complicated, and I think I’m in love, or never really fell out of it like I tried to and I can’t really dwell on that right now, because there is just so much going on,” I said the words in a rush. Getting it out felt good, but I also didn’t want anyone to really call me out on it because I wasn’t ready to talk about it in depth yet. It was still too scary. Too new. “I also got attacked by a junkie in an alley but I don’t want to talk about that either okay? What I really want to hear is more terrible date stories. I need inspiration or I am never going to get over this writer’s block. I gotta eat, you know?” I said the last part while laughing but it was true. I didn’t want to talk about those things. I wanted to escape that for a little bit, and yes, I really did need to fucking get back to work.

      The ladies accepted that explanation and didn’t pry further. Instead, we got three margies deep as Jolene regaled me with several tales of dates gone wrong, and they were hysterical, as they always were.

      “I’m not kidding you,” Jolene said, waving her arms around because even though she was maybe five foot three, everything else about her was big, even her expressions. “We were sitting at that fancy Mexican place, the kind with the homemade tortilla chips and salsa on the table. We hadn’t been there but fifteen minutes and I had been watching him just…shovel the food in like he hadn’t eaten in days. All of a sudden, he rears his head back like a horse and snorts. He snorted! A damn tomato chunk right up his nose!” I had to set my glass down at that one, I was laughing so hard tears were streaming down my face and I was afraid I was going to spill my drink.

      “And this was before cell phones, girls, I couldn’t call anyone to come get me out of it. I’m telling you, I had to sit at that table while he went to the bathroom to farmer blow it out. Then, when he took me home he tried to get me to kiss him goodbye. Really. Like I wanted a kiss from tomato face. Hardly!” I laughed so hard I started choking, and it took me a few moments to regain my composure.

      “I call bullshit, Jolene,” I said between coughing and clearing my throat. “No way that happened, that is too off the wall.”

      “Okay, you got me. It wasn’t one of my dates.” She looked suitably embarrassed that I had called her out.

      “See, I got you. But that really was funny Jolene. It was a really good story.” I meant it, something like that could definitely fit into one of my books.

      “Oh no, that really happened,” Jolene was quick to amend. “It just wasn’t one of my dates. It was Gerta’s.” The other woman nodded sadly, as if admitting it cost her something, and I thought I was going to keel over and die from laughing so hard.

      “And the best part of all was that she married him!” We all collapsed with laughter then, and I couldn’t recall in all of my thirty-two years of life ever having as much fun with someone older than me. Well, Gabe was a year older than me, and we had quite a bit of fun recently, but that wasn’t the kind of fun I was thinking of.

      My eyes almost bugged out of my head when Gerta added softly, “Look, Angel, he was only husband number three. I was still practicing then.” I looked wide-eyed at Jolene, expecting her to call Gerta’s bluff but she just nodded in agreement.

      “Gerta, how many times were you married?” I don’t know what I expected her to say, but was completely unprepared when she primly responded,

      “Five.”

      “Holy shit, you have got to be messing with me.” I was so stunned I forgot to be careful with my words, but instead of chastising me on the proper language for a lady, like she normally would, Jolene just laughed and waved off my skepticism.

      “Go ahead and show her, Gerta.”

      Gerta smiled softly and unbuttoned her peach cardigan, pulling her left arm out. She had on a sleeveless peach blouse underneath, the same color as the cardigan, but it left her arms bare. Well, it would have been bare if it had not been covered from wrist to just above the elbow with the most stunning tattoo I have ever seen up close.

      "Oh my God, Gerta, you are a badass,” I exclaimed. “Who knew you were hiding something so boss under that twinset? Tell me all about it.” I was so excited, I couldn’t tell what it was from where I was sitting, but there was some black and white shading, with vivid splashes of color.

      “Of course, come here and look,” she said, motioning for me to come closer. Normally timid and quiet, she had a look of happiness on her face. Like she would love nothing more than to show and talk about her tattoo. The first thing I noticed were the flowers, that made up the bulk of the tattoo and were a myriad of colors from red and yellow to purple and pink. “The flowers are for Gerald. He worked at a greenhouse. We were married in 1948 when I was seventeen years old. It was arranged by our parents and he was quite a bit older, but he was kind to me and we had a nice life.  But in 1951 he was called to fight in Korea and was killed in combat.” She ran her fingers over the petals of a pink peony as she spoke and I could hear the sadness in her voice.

      “Three years later I married Vincent, he owned a gas station down in Memphis. I thought I might like being the wife of a businessman, but it really wasn’t that great. Vincent liked to drink much more than he liked to be married, and he liked loose women more than he liked to be faithful. One night he got drunk and went home with the wrong woman and her husband found him. Shot Vincent dead in his wife’s bed. I can’t say he didn’t deserve it, but I did do my best by him when I was his wife.”

      She pointed out the whiskey barrel hidden amongst the foliage on her arm. It didn’t sound like she missed Vincent very much, but Gerta still found a way to honor him, anyway, in the ink on her arm. “I was married to Eddie for eight years,” she continued quietly, fingers dusting over a tattoo of a pile of gold coins hidden under some leaves. “We we tried our best for a family, but I miscarried four times in those eight years and Eddie couldn’t quite handle being married to someone who couldn’t bear him children. Eddie took his own life in 1968 and left me widowed. I was alone, but he was a successful man in other ways and I had enough to live on. I didn’t need to get married again to live a comfortable life, but then again, loneliness doesn’t pick and choose based on your class in life.”

      It must have been the margaritas, but I was emotionally distraught at the story she was telling. Five husbands. Five husbands she had gone through and I had only heard about the first three, but it didn’t look like she had experienced any love at all with any of them. I wanted her to finish telling me about all of them, though, so I held back the tears so she wouldn’t stop talking. “Bruce was a manager for musicians in Tennessee and, oh, but he was so handsome!” Gerta exclaimed, blushing a little as she remembered the face of that long gone man. “He swept me right off my feet, and I loved him so much. Bruce didn’t care that I couldn’t have children, we were traveling for his job all the time anyway. He took me with him everywhere—did you know he introduced me to Elvis Presley once?” Gerta placed her hands on her cheeks, imitating an embarrassed young girl. “I could barely even speak to him, I was so star struck. I only had ten years with Bruce,” she said sadly as she traced the microphone that was inked on her arm. It was an old-style microphone, similar to what was used at that time in her life, I supposed.

      “I’d been ill so I was staying at our apartment in Cincinnati, so I didn’t get to go with him on that last trip. It was his first international trip with the group he was representing and I was so sad to miss it. They were performing in Spain and I had never been, and we had a pretty emotional goodbye. I didn’t know it would be the last time, although no one ever does, do they?”

      I didn’t answer her. I don’t think she expected me to. But I did finally have to reach for the tissues because there was no way I could hold back the tears anymore. So much loss, just when she finally thought she had found her love.

      “What happened to Bruce?” I asked quietly, more so to hide the trembling of my tear-filled voice than to avoid being loud.

      “The plane went down somewhere over the Atlantic. They only ever found pieces of the wreckage. None of the bodies were ever recovered. Oh, don’t cry for me, Angel.” Gerta paused to pat my hand gently. “I don’t tell you these stories to make you sad. I’ve had a lovely life, rich with experience. There is so much more to my memories than just these pictures.”

      “What about this?” I pointed to what I recognized as a medical symbol, the staff with the snake curled around it. I wasn’t sure what it meant, other than something related to the health and wellness field.

      “Jeffrey was a physician at the Toledo Children’s Hospital,” Gerta said, a wide smile spreading across her face. “And we had thirty-four wonderful years together before they found the tumor in his brain. Jeffrey had been married before but lost his wife to ovarian cancer. By the time we met each other, we were both past the age of having any children, but being a pediatric physician, he helped so many. He worked long hours at the hospital, but that was okay because I volunteered there too. I still do, twice a week. I like to go hold the babies in the NICU. They are the ones who need the extra snuggles, you know?”

      It seemed wrong, somehow, that I was the one bawling my eyes out and Gerta was sitting on the sofa, patting my hand and smiling serenely. What a wuss I was to be stressing out over imaginary problems with one man, when she had been through hell and back with five of them. Five! I couldn’t even imagine being able to trust in love at all after having even one husband die, but she kept trusting. She kept going back for that pain—why? I couldn’t wrap my brain around it, so I asked her.

      “For the sex, dear.”

      I couldn’t believe those words had come out of her mouth. I just sat there with my eyes bugging. I was sure I was catching flies. Jolene burst into laughter and then so did I. It was okay to laugh now. If Gerta could feed me a line deadpan like that, then she wasn’t wallowing in sadness over the losses of all of those husbands. Actually, it seemed like all that loss only spurred her on and made her live more fully.

      “I wish I could get a tattoo,” I said with a wistful sigh, pouring the last of the margarita from the pitcher into my glass. It only filled the glass about halfway, and Jolene laughed at my disgruntled face.

      “You drank almost all of it yourself, Angel. That’s not becoming of a lady, you know.” I knew better, she was just jealous that I got to it before she did.

      “I don’t want to hear that from you, Gramzilla,” I shot back, then giggled at my hilarious name for her that I had just made up on the spot. I was so fucking funny.

      “Why don’t you get a tattoo, then? What’s stopping you? You’re young,” Jolene countered, ignoring the awesome nickname I had just bestowed upon her.

      “Yeah, I know I can go anywhere, but the place I really want to go takes forever to get in. I feel like I would lose my nerve if I had to wait for four months just to get my appointment.”

      “The best place to go is Gallery B,” Gerta murmured, putting her sweater back on and pulling it tight so she could button all the buttons again.

      “That’s exactly where I was talking about.” I turned my attention to Gerta again, downing the last of the margarita in the glass and mourning that there wasn’t anything left to fill it with. “Do you know Beck? He’s dating my friend Regina. You would think I could get in earlier being friends with the boss’s lady but that isn’t how it works.” I was joking, kind of, but if that were an option I would have totally taken it.

      “I have an appointment with Beck next week,” Gerta said nonchalantly. “You can have my appointment time if you want. He was just going to do some touch ups and shading work, I don’t mind waiting longer on that. If you get something small, I bet he could get you in.”

      “Are you kidding me?” That wasn’t just badass, that was serious badass because Beck’s wait list was no joke. He didn’t do it to be a prima donna, he literally had so many people who wanted appointments with him that he was actually booked out that far. And Gerta was just going to give up her time on a whim? How could I be so blessed?

      “Spontaneity is best gifted to the young,” said Jolene, and Gerta nodded her head in agreement.

      “What does that even mean?” I asked, and all three of us dissolved into giggles again. I didn’t even hear the knocking on the door, I was too busy sitting on the floor rocking back and forth with laughter. I can only imagine what we looked like to Gabe, who was standing in the doorway with his mouth hanging open when I finally became aware that he had let himself in. He looked uncertain. I hadn’t expected him and he hadn’t called, but there he was, holding a dozen pink roses in his hand.

      God, I hate roses.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            Gabe

          

        

      

    

    
      I had no idea what I had just walked into, but they had been making so much noise I’d heard them all the way on the first floor when I walked into the lobby of The Washington Arms. No one answered when I knocked—three times. I assumed by the hooting laughter coming from the other side of the door that they just didn’t hear me, so I tried the knob. The door was open.

      Holy shit it was chaos inside.

      The two women I had met previously, Jolene and Gerta, were sitting on a small couch on one side of the room. Angel was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of Gerta, trying to tip the contents of a pitcher into her mouth and making a face because there was nothing left in it. The smell of sour mix permeated the entire room and looking to the left, into the small kitchen I could see an empty bottle of tequila and a partially full bottle of triple sec on the counter.

      It didn’t take my finely-honed investigatory skills to deduce they were drunk.

      The apartment was also trashed. There were stacks of papers everywhere, and I didn’t know where to put my eyes that wouldn’t trigger a compulsive organizational fit.

      Angel blinked sleepily up at me from the floor. “I thought our date was this weekend?” Oh yeah, she was lit up for sure.

      “I thought you said you needed to get work done?” She hadn’t told me what else she did besides her musical gigs but had mentioned she worked from home. I did notice a laptop on a TV tray sitting next to a decrepit hunter green recliner, but that was the only indication that there was any type of “work” getting done at all.

      “Well I was, but then it was storytime.” She smiled up at me from the floor and lifted one arm in the air. I assumed correctly that it was a request for help standing, so I pulled her to her feet, and she fell immediately into my arms where I squeezed her in a hug. She wasn’t going to be happy with me when I told her I had to break our date. She was going to be even less happy when I told her I was only going to stay for a minute because I was on my way to the airport.

      She snuggled into the embrace and I let myself hold on to her for a moment, smelling the faint aroma of tea tree shampoo mixed with tequila. Not a combination I would have picked, but on Angel, it was endearing. When she straightened out of the hug, I handed her the dozen pink roses. They were her favorite; I remembered from when we were younger. I might have been mistaken but the light in her eyes seemed to dim for a bit as she took the roses from my hand, but she smiled widely and thanked me before digging through a cabinet to find a vase.

      The vase turned out to be a large mason jar, and instead of separating the stems and arranging them in the jar where they had room to breathe, she dumped the bouquet in the jar with the rubber band still around the stems and ran some tap water into it.

      She actually seemed kind of mad about it, and I mentally retraced my steps since I entered the apartment, trying to find the moment where I pissed her off.

      I wanted to ask her if she was angry with me, but I got distracted by Jolene and Gerta getting up from the couch and heading towards the door.

      “I can’t stay long, don’t end your evening on my account,” I said politely to the women, but they waved me off and shuffled out the door, laughing quietly. They seemed to have their wits about them much more so than Angel did, and I wondered if storytime was really just a euphemism for getting Angel drunk and watching her carry on. I was actually relieved they were excusing themselves. I had to catch a flight, and I was pretty sure Angel was going to be upset with me having to cancel our first date. We may have slept together twice already, okay, three times, if I counted the time we were actually just sleeping, but still—we had not actually gone anywhere together that didn’t involve a trauma of some sort. But I was following a lead and I had to hurry.

      “Would you like a snack?” Angel slurred, gesturing to a low coffee table in front of the couch where a box of almond crackers, an empty plate, and a can of spray cheese—sans cap—sat.

      “Almond crackers and spray cheese?” Like saying it out loud would make it turn into something else.

      “It’s low carb.” Angel gave me the side eye that said she thought I might have been a little slow for not knowing that.

      I came here to tell her I had to go out of town in person, but I hadn’t planned on her being shitfaced. This was turning out to be a bit difficult, as the tequila apparently gave Angel six more arms than normal and she was clinging to me like an octopus. And I would have considered it a blessing any other time but now. I had to go, and I had to tell her why.

      “Angel, I can’t stay, I have to tell you something.” That got her attention. Her arms dropped down to her sides and her eyes met mine defiantly.

      “What?” The change was instant. Gone was the flirty and giggling Angel from a moment before. Now there was clearly some door in between us that had shut, and I had no idea what I had said to instigate that. But I was really going to be late if I didn’t get moving soon, so I forged on ahead. Beg forgiveness rather than ask permission was kind of my motto.

      “I have to cancel our date this weekend.” Angel said nothing, just looked at me with that guarded look in her eyes and blinked.

      “There is a reason, though,” I continued, thinking that maybe she would give me some sort of facial expression if I just kept talking. “I got a lead on Melody and I am flying into Atlantic City. I’ve had a line out on information regarding her whereabouts since I got you back from Chaz. There wasn’t much to go on up until now but I got a ping in my information network that someone by the name of Melody Kessler was picked up for something petty and is currently sitting in county lockup waiting for someone to post bail. I want to get there before someone else does and see if I can’t get any info.” I finished speaking and stood there looking at Angel. Willing her to say something, anything, even to get mad and yell because she was just looking at me with that vacant expression and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

      It made me really nervous. Angel wasn’t happy, but she didn’t look upset that I was breaking our date, or that I was flying out last minute. She looked like she didn’t feel anything at all.

      “Oh,” she finally said, like a light bulb had just gone off in her brain. “Melody has the money. You can get your money back.”

      Technically it was Chaz’s money that she had taken, the money I had paid for Angel I considered gone. I was never going to see a penny of that again, and if I never had to worry about her tangling with Chaz Malone again, I would consider it money well spent. Money was just paper, and I had a lot of it. I know that is a sentiment only the wealthy can appreciate, but I am fucking wealthy, so I am qualified to say it.

      “Didn’t you want to know what happened to Melody? Weren’t you worried about your friend?” I prodded a little bit, trying to get a response. Maybe being drunk really dulled Angel’s senses. I wonder how many margaritas she had to get her to this zombie stage? It was pretty fucking creepy.

      “Honestly? I had forgotten. I’ve had a lot going on and I just haven’t thought about it.” She shook her head a bit to clear it, and I saw her blinking rapidly, and for a panic-stricken moment I thought she was going to start crying, but she regained control. This Angel was different, and part of me wondered if it was the alcohol, or if something was really wrong, so I gave in to the urge I'd been having since I walked in the door and I kissed her.

      I should have remembered that there is no such thing as just kissing Angel. She immediately turned to putty against me, her mouth soft and warm. As I let my tongue slip inside, I tasted the remnants of tequila and lime. I drank her up, feeling her press into me, trying to get closer to me as I was to her and, well…fuck it, I would speed to the airport if I had to. Angel felt too good to let go of, so I decided not to. Atlantic City wasn't going anywhere. So what if I missed the only direct flight out of Detroit and had to take a route that sent me all over hell's half acre? Angel's boobs were pushing into my chest and I couldn't think right when she did that.

      Instead of breaking contact and heading for the apartment door, I grabbed her closer and walked her backward towards what I assumed was her bedroom door. Compulsion to clean be damned, I would fuck her on a pile of laundry if I had to, Jesus, she did things to me.

      Her bedroom, thankfully, looked nothing like the chaos of the living area, and as I managed to walk her backward into the small space until the backs of her legs hit the bed, I gave her a little push to send her bouncing on the mattress. She giggled as she flopped onto her back, but I was too mesmerized by the bouncing of her tits to notice anything else, and I hopped onto the full-size mattress to join her.

      I meant to land next to her and pin her down so I could bury my face in between those soft twin mounds, however, that is not what happened. I could shoot a nickel off a bottle top sitting in a grassy field but I'll be damned if I didn't miscalculate and hit the edge of that little bed wrong. I crashed onto the floor hard, cracking my knee and wedging myself between the bed and the nightstand.

      "Holy shit, are you ok?" Her worried face appeared over the edge of the bed, looking down at me in all of my unmanly glory as I lay on my back, stunned.

      "You will forget that this happened immediately," I told her, in my most commanding voice as I struggled to my feet. The fit of giggles she dissolved into gave me the impression she wasn't taking me seriously. We would see about that.

      Well, there was nothing seriously injured, aside from the death-blow to my pride, but that sexual feeling I had been entertaining a moment ago disappeared in a puff of smoke, just like my self-esteem. I braced myself on the nightstand to get leverage to get up off the floor. I swear to God, that was all I was doing, but somehow, when I put my hand on the small table and put my body weight against it, all hell broke loose inside. Something came alive in there and could be heard ricocheting off every surface inside the drawer making a ratta tat tat noise over and over and over again.

      What the hell is that?

      I looked at Angel for clarification but she just stared at the closed nightstand drawer in horror, still as a statue. Her expression became mortified as what I assumed was a tiny device for giving female pleasure vibrated against every surface in the confines of that drawer.

      "Shouldn't you get that?"

      "Shut up," she whispered, blinking rapidly as if to see if she could wish it away like the remnants of a bad dream. No such luck.

      It was making so much noise in there my curiosity was getting the best of me. How many speeds did that thing have? I wonder how it would rate on the vibrator Richter scale. It certainly sounded like it had some power behind it.

      "That thing sounds like a weedwhacker," I added when she hadn't so much as twitched or made a move to open the drawer.

      "Oh my God, shut up." Finally laughing, and maybe looking close to tears, she opened the damn drawer. Quick as lightning and before I could look inside she grabbed a pink piece of plastic that looked like a remote control with a cord attached to it. The other end of the cord was connected to whatever was having a dance party in the nightstand drawer, but Angel didn’t pull it all the way out. Instead, she slapped the remote looking thing against her hand until the back popped off and the batteries fell out and down, littering the bedroom carpet by her feet. She dropped the plastic pieces back in the drawer and slammed it shut, turning to face me with a look on her face that begged me to let it drop.

      No way was I letting this go.

      "I think you broke it," I teased, and she made a zipping motion with her fingers over her mouth.

      "Not a damn word, Gabriel," Angel hissed at me, standing in front of me and poking her finger into my chest. She was serious and embarrassed and adorable. There was nothing to be embarrassed about, but it was still pretty funny.

      "I'm serious. I think I might have performance anxiety."

      "That's it," Angel said as she turned me to face the door and gave me a little shove. "Don't you have a plane to catch?" She was right, I did. So I gave her a light kiss on the cheek and left her standing there, red-faced in the hallway and probably desperately hoping while I was gone that I would forget all about it.

      Yeah right. I would be googling something fun for us to play with together when I got back, was more like it.

      Musing over what new present I could bring Angel next, I wasn’t paying attention and almost tripped over Jolene as I was walking out the front door of the apartment building.

      “She hates roses.” Well, that was blunt and to the point. And wholly incorrect.

      “I’ve known Angel since we were really little,” I told Jolene, trying not to be a smartass. “Her favorite color is pink and her favorite flower is roses.”

      “Yeah, maybe it used to be,” Jolene continued, giving me the look of someone who knows something the other person doesn’t and wants to Lord it over them. “But I’ve known Angel for the last five years and I know for a fact that she hates pink roses. You are lucky she didn’t make you eat them.”

      She was delusional, she had to be. I was absolutely sure of this fact, and if it were any other day, I would stand in that hallway and argue the point with her, but I couldn’t. It was an hour drive to the airport, not including fighting parking and getting through security at the terminal. My flight left in two hours, I had to go.

      I was even opening my mouth to tell her so when she handed me a grocery bag full of books. There were probably eight of them in there. Why? I had no idea. I just opened the bag and looked at the contents stupidly.

      “You think you know so much about women? About that one upstairs?” The small woman was standing toe to toe with me, so close that if she hadn’t had her face turned up and her hand angrily pointing up at my face, all I would have been able to see of her would have been the top of her head. “Your mama sure has nothing but good things to say about what kind of man you have grown up to be, but I think you are about as dumb as a bag of hammers. At least about Angel. You want an education? Read a book, kid.” With that, she turned on her heel and stalked into her apartment. She walked off in the kind of huff that would normally end with the slamming of a door, but this was an apartment building of older people, so maybe she was considerate to the other residents.

      Who knows why people do what they do? She’d already walked back into her apartment and shut the door. There had to be a reason why she’d given me the books, and it had something to do with Angel. The books were all written by someone named Samantha Ice, and the books all seemed to a part of some sort of series. Each one was a different volume of the same series; “Delia Dates: Diary of a Single Girl.”

      What the hell did this have to do with anything? I threw the entire grocery bag of books into my carry-on bag. Maybe I would look at it while I was at the hotel, if I had time. Regardless, I had to get to the airport, I didn’t have time for this shit.
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      I had more time than I anticipated.

      Not at the airport, though. I had barely gotten to the terminal on time, especially since I got picked for a random search, and my bag didn’t just go through the scanner, I had the glory of the contents being spread all over the conveyer belt. There were some looks at the stack of chick literature from other people in line, but one of the security guards was apparently a fan and went on and on for about ten minutes about how good the series was.

      I didn’t fucking care, I had to catch my flight. It was important not only to get to Atlantic City, but to get to the jail before Melody Kessler was released. If she disappeared again, I didn’t know if I would be able to pick up her trail again. She’d already gotten pretty far in such a short amount of time, I couldn’t trust she wouldn’t continue going once she got out of lockup.

      It was the right Melody Kessler, I mean, for the most part. She didn’t seem anything like the nice girl Angel had described, and she certainly didn’t look anything like the social media profile picture I had to go on when I was searching for her. I was glad Angel wasn’t with me to see the shell of this person she had thought she was saving.

      I was in and out of that detention center in a half hour. It wasn’t even worth the rental car fee, much less the time I took to fly out there. Melody Kessler was a junkie who stole the money and ran as fast as her boyfriend’s car would take her. She made it as far as Atlantic City before her boyfriend, Ron, caught up with her, and before she could come up with an excuse, he had taken that money right out from under her nose and disappeared with it. I highly doubted he had gone back to Malone, or maybe he had. Chaz wasn’t under any obligation to inform me of his money’s return. That girl, though, she was a mess and had zero remorse for what she had done.

      She’d sat there in that visitor's cube holding that sad black phone receiver and staring sullenly through the glass. When I told her what her little stunt almost did to Angel she finally cracked and showed some emotion, but instead of remorse, she laughed.

      “It’s not my fault that chick got into it with Chaz. I never asked for her help. She should have minded her own business.” Melody paused to brush a clump of her stringy brown hair behind her ear. “You know what that girl's problem is? She’s too nice. She thinks everyone is her friend, but she doesn’t take the time to get to know anyone. She didn’t know shit about me because if she did, she would have known I could handle myself and I was going to take what I wanted and go. She just takes everything at face value. I wonder if that dumb bitch actually has any real friends at all.”

      I’d gotten up and left then, without another word. I didn’t need to stay and collect any more information. I certainly didn’t need to sit and listen to her assessment of Angel. She didn’t get to make comments like that about Angel. What Melody Kessler could do, was sit in her cell and wait for her trial date. I’m pretty sure prostitution was a misdemeanor, but that burglary charge hanging over her head was a class two felony. But it didn’t matter, it wasn’t any of my business. Melody Kessler was none of my concern. Angel Jax, however, was very much on my mind.

      I was just getting back to my hotel when I got a text from Dino.

      Tweak isn’t going to be a problem for Angel anymore.

      How do you figure? As long as he was in the Toledo area, Tweak was going to be a problem for Angel, unless I was lucky enough to get my hands on him.

      The next message was a link to a news article in the Blade, showing that a body identified as Bernard Hopper had been recovered from the Maumee River, assumed to be a jumper from the High-Level Bridge downtown. That happened every once in a while. Sometimes people jumped from the bridge on a dare, most times people were jumping for a lot more depressing reasons. There was no way I thought Tweak made his way over the side of that suspension bridge without help from a second or third party.

      And there were drugs in his system. Well no shit.

      Chaz wants to assure you that your continued satisfaction with his service is of the utmost importance to him.

      That was creepy on several levels, but in my line of work…okay, in my previous line of work, it would probably not be a bad thing to have a crime boss in your pocket. I didn’t like that he thought of me as his VIP customer, but if that got me favors in the future, maybe I would let it lie. I really didn’t want him advertising any more of his merchandise to me either, but maybe I would burn that bridge when I got to it.

      I didn’t answer Dino, and he didn’t text me again. I wondered if Chaz even knew Dino had sent me that message. I still wasn’t sure what game Dino was playing, but as someone who had ties to this community, as well as the Federal Bureau of Investigations, I figured he had his own agenda. Part of how well we worked together revolved around us not sticking our noses into each other’s business. What would be would be, although I probably owed him a few favors for how he had saved Angel. A couple of times. I really hated owing Dino favors.

      My flight didn’t leave until the next morning. There wasn’t much else to do. I was not a gambler, which was probably why I was able to hang on to my money a lot better than some other people. I also didn’t feel like going out and dealing with every high dollar hooker on the Boardwalk when all I wanted to do was go home and see Angel. It was the middle of the day, I didn’t want to bug her. Hopefully, she didn’t have a bad hangover from all of those margaritas yesterday and was able to get some work done, whatever it was that she did. Or clean that living room, holy shit.

      I was lying on the bed flipping through the shitty hotel television channels, thinking about ordering room service for dinner, when the white plastic garbage bag poking out of my carry on caught my eye.

      What the hell had the old lady been talking about, read a book? It aggravated me that she thought I didn’t know certain things about Angel. Sure, there was a huge chunk of time that had passed so I was sure there were a ton of things that would be new to me, but pink roses? No way. Angel had loved them since she was a little girl, and I knew how much she liked them because I had bought them for her for her birthdays and every special occasion. I knew they were her favorite, she told me so.

      Out of simple curiosity, and not because some old lady told me to, I picked the first book of the series out of the bag and flipped to page one. Samantha Ice. Why did that name sound familiar? I don’t think I knew any Samanthas, but that last name was peculiar. Not as a surname, because I was pretty sure that was a pen name, but it jogged something else in my memory. It flirted just on the edges of my awareness, the answer so close I could almost touch it. One of those things that you couldn’t think of no matter how hard you tried, but the answer would wake you up at two in the morning without fail.

      I started to read, and it was a really well written and humorous book. It was a romantic comedy for sure, but the beginning was kind of sad. I ended up staying up all night reading. I read all the way until it was time to leave for the airport the next day. I only made it through the first five books out of the eight, but it was the first one that stayed in my mind. The first one that answered any questions that I had about Angel, about what happened my senior year of high school. About what Jolene had tried to tell me in the hallway of The Washington Arms. I was so crammed full of information my stomach ached from it, and my eyes burned as I kept reading on my three and a half hour flight home.

      I needed to see Angel. We needed to fucking talk.
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      Gallery B was exactly like I thought it would be, except smaller. I guess from all the press and the huge clientele lined up to see him, I thought Beck’s place would be a lot bigger inside than it looked from the outside. It was, in fact, even smaller than it looked from the outside, if that was at all possible. Even though we had called and made the arrangements over the phone, Jolene and Gerta wanted to come anyway, just to make sure the appointment exchange was okay with Beck.

      I’d spoken to a woman named Chessie on the phone who had assured me it was okay. I had mentioned wanting something small so I didn’t even need to come in for a consult, which I thought was cool. And after thinking really hard about it, I did come up with something small, but meaningful to me. The question was whether or not Beck would actually do the artwork. From what I heard from Regina, he only did artwork he approved of. Hell, she told me he made her keep her eyes closed through the whole process. I didn’t know if I could do that myself.

      It was a bit of a gamble, the work I wanted to get done, but it was pretty damn special to me and I was hoping that would translate when I tried to explain it to Beck. I could have drawn it out, or found something on the internet, but I also heard he liked to do things freestyle. When you get an appointment with an artistic genius, you work within his parameters. I’d been excited since Gerta and I had made the arrangements, now I was nervous as shit.

      Sitting on the couch in the lobby of the tattoo shop I signed my life away filling out medical forms on a black tablet. They requested everything but a blood sample and my firstborn child. I mean, it was thorough as hell, but instead of being aggravated I was strangely relieved. Something was comforting about a company that wanted to make sure they were taking care of you properly. Good job, Beck.

      The woman I had talked to on the phone, Chessie, was working the front desk along with a young man named Cody, who introduced himself as the piercer on staff. He was cute in a young kind of way, with artfully messy hair and a pierced lip in two places. It seemed a little excessive for me, but when he smiled and started talking I couldn’t see him any other way. He was a bit of a character and had started flirting with Gerta and Jolene right away.

      “Ladies, how nice to see you again. Gerta, so boss of you to give your appointment time to our little tattoo virgin Angel today.” He nodded to me as I looked up from filling out my information in time to see him wink at Jolene. “Miss Jolene, when are we going to get you in for a tattoo? Or what about a piercing? I can do your eyebrow for you while you are waiting on Angel.” As he flashed that charming smile both women blushed and laughed at his attention. He certainly was a charmer, this Cody. I looked up at the receptionist desk, which sat against one of the walls completely covered in paintings done by local artists. This room was the “gallery” part of Gallery B. The receptionist was leaning on her elbow and watching Cody, a faint smile on her lips.

      I knew a crush when I saw one and I silently sent good luck vibes Chessie’s way. Crushes are amazing, I should know, I had one. I had loved him fiercely when we were younger, with my whole heart and soul the way only an emotionally compromised teenage girl can. But this grown-up Gabe. This man, he was a completely different person, and I found the emotions I was experiencing new and exciting, even though they slipped and slid on the graves of the feelings I had harbored before.

      Those feelings I had spent years compacting and burying in the bottom parts of my heart. Gabe was dancing on those. He was disturbing the dirt. I could very well be flirting with disaster, falling in love with Gabe again, but after listening to Gerta and seeing her tattoo, I couldn’t help but be optimistic, no matter what happened. Gerta’s dirt had been disturbed so many times, and she was still surviving, still capable of so much love. I wish I could be strong like her, and maybe after this tattoo, I could say I was trying. In my own way.

      The black curtains lining the wall to the side of me parted, and Beck appeared as if he had just completed a magic trick. “Do I hear Jolene and Gerta?” his loud voice boomed through the small space.

      “Hello, Beck,” said the two women in unison, and they both walked up to him and stood expectantly, waiting for a hug. He bent low and hugged both women gently as if he were bestowing upon them a gift. He kind of was. I mean, if I didn’t know he was about to become my friend Regina’s baby daddy I would be lining up for a squeeze, too. Beck was book boyfriend material, for sure, and I made a mental note to add someone with his physical description in my next book.

      If I can ever manage to get any more words in.

      Speaking of baby daddy, I wondered if Regina had managed to find a way to tell him yet?

      “Hello, fresh meat,” Beck said, flashing me a wolfish grin. Whoa. Where had he been hiding that dimple? I was pretty sure that thing had destructive powers. “It must be pretty good, Angel, if you got Gerta to give up her spot for you. We’ll get you back in soon Gerta, you are my favorite.” And he winked in Gerta’s direction. She laughed and so did I. I bet Beck told everyone they were his favorite. By the way Chessie rolled her eyes and smiled I was willing to bet she thought the same thing.

      “Unless you need us to stay and hold your hand, we are going to be at Nasta’s having a cocktail,” said Jolene, who was already halfway out the door and pulling Gerta behind her. I was glad she didn’t want to stay with me. I was struggling enough with showing Beck what I needed, I didn’t need my downstairs neighbors getting an eyeful too.

      “It’s only three in the afternoon ladies,” Cody said with a knowing grin, obviously giving them a hard time because he knew them well enough. Did everyone know Jolene and Gerta? Did I live under a rock? As a writer, I did tend to live a solitary life, but I got out sometimes. I played at Nasta’s, I wasn’t a complete hermit.

      Jolene didn’t hear him because she was already out the door, but Gerta paused in the doorway to straighten the sleeves of her lilac blouse and smooth away any invisible wrinkles that may have formed in her stylish white slacks. “A little cognac in the afternoon is good for your digestion,” she said primly and headed out to meet Jolene, her walk more of a slow shuffle than anything else.

      For being old, those two sure get around.

      “Are you ready?”

      I jumped. Somehow Beck had snuck right up next to me and spoke right in my ear, which scared the shit out of me because I had been paying attention to Jolene and Gerta and not to him. I couldn’t wrap my brain around how someone that big could have been so silent next to me anyway.

      “Yes,” I squeaked out and followed him behind the curtain he held open for me.

      The tattoo area looked like a doctor’s office, it was that sterile. There was a little artwork on the walls, but nothing compared to what was on display up front. These pieces must not be for sale, I thought. This must be his personal collection.

      One small canvas, probably about the size of a piece of paper, hung lower on the wall, closer to his workstation. It was a brightly colored picture of a woman sitting at a vanity, putting on her makeup. She was luminous and I recognized her immediately.

      “Holy shit, Beck, is that Regina?” I asked on a hushed breath. “This is amazing, she looks amazing.”

      “Well, I mean I am an artist,” Beck said, although he was clearly pleased with the compliment.

      “But this is beyond.” I bent over low to get closer to the painting, for its size the detail was astonishing. “Does it have a name?” I asked. I didn’t know if artists even still named paintings anymore, or maybe just the big ones. I didn't know shit about visual art, but I did know pretty things and this painting was gorgeous. She was sitting sideways on a stool in front of a vanity made from some sort of dark wood. Her skin glowed with an inner light and her diaphanous gown seemed to float on her body. It was a timeless portrait, and the closer I looked at the dress the more I wondered if this was something she would actually own—or wear in real life.

      "Where in the hell did she get that dress?" I whispered, mostly to myself because I didn't expect Beck to know, much less care.

      "Oh, I just thought she would look beautiful in a dress like that, she wasn't actually wearing one." Beck chimed in from across the small room as he busied himself grabbing supplies out of a cart and wheeling it to the center of the room.

      "Wasn't wearing the dress or wasn't wearing anything at all, Beck?" I asked the question slyly, as a joke, but that damn dimple popped out right before he gave me a toothy grin.

      "Don't tell her I told you, she'll be embarrassed."

      What was it with people and sharing their secrets with me? Did I look that trustworthy? Oh well, since I was keeping a pretty big one for Regina she didn't get to be mad that I knew about this. And I assumed, because he didn't say anything to me about it, that he still didn't know Regina was pregnant. Although, with all that hot/cold, eat, barf nonsense, I don't know how he could miss it. I bet he was going to be the type of guy who made her take monthly belly pictures for his scrapbook or something. It was so mushy I kind of wanted to cry about it a little. What they had...it was nice. I wished I could have something like that.

      "While I'm checking stock on supplies why don't you tell me what you came here for, Angel? I can only assume it has something to do with the issues you were talking about at Regina's the other day?" He was right, and I took a deep breath before I gave my explanation, hoping against hope he wouldn't think it was stupid. It might have been a decision made on the fly, but the feelings behind it were real. I kind of needed this, for some weird reason I couldn't quite explain, even to myself.

      Beck didn't think it was stupid. He just sat there and listened while I used too many words to explain what I wanted and why, and when I finally wound down and stopped rambling he took a deep inhale in and let it go in one long breath.

      "I love it," he said, wheeling his cart over to what looked like a massage table. Slapping one large palm on the black cushion, he gestured for me to have a seat. "Assume the position," he said ominously, but I was used to his theatrics by now and got up on the table, which had me lying flat on my back while he washed his hands at a small sink in the corner. My pocket began to tingle and I pulled my cell phone out.

      Handsome Devil.

      He wasn't texting, he was calling. Oh God, I should probably take this. What had he found out about Melody? Did he get his money back? I wasn’t kidding when I told Gabe I had forgotten about her. He had completely consumed my thoughts since the moment I saw him again. Jesus, what kind of bad shape was I in that I was able to space out the entire reason for that to begin with? I don't know why I was so nervous in answering the phone, but suddenly my palms were sweaty and the phone threatened to slip from my hands.

      "Hello?" I answered, and damn my voice for trembling.

      "Are you at home right now?" His voice was hard, he sounded pissed.

      "No, I'm not. What's going on? Did you find Melody? You sound upset." I sat upright on the bench as Beck wheeled a small stool over and sat down, still fiddling with instruments on the cart.

      "Yeah, I found her, but the money is a dead end. Sorry, Angel, looks like you aren't getting out of my debt anytime soon." I don't know why those words shot a thrill through me, but they did, and I would pick apart what that said about me as a person later.

      "Looks like you are stuck with me for a while, then." God, I was sick. This was not the relationship I wanted to have with him, and I know he wouldn't hold that over me. I know he wouldn't. Part of the privilege of being filthy rich was not getting bent over losing six hundred grand. Some people lost that much money gambling. As far as I knew, Gabe didn't gamble unless you counted him spending time with me. That seemed pretty risky right about now, at least to me.

      Gabe sighed on the other end of the phone, and after a pregnant pause where I wasn’t sure if he was done with the conversation or not he continued.

      “Actually, that Melody is a garbage human being, and I left her to rot in jail. The only good thing about that woman was she was indirectly responsible for putting you in my life again. Other than that, anything that happens to her is a direct result of her shitty life choices. I should have never even went to Atlantic City. I thought I was doing it so you could get some closure, but realistically it was probably just my need to solve a puzzle. She was a loose end and the investigator in me just couldn’t let it go until I figured her out. That was selfish of me.”

      I was so shocked at Gabe’s words I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t know much about Gabe’s life between the time he joined the service and the time he took over Anderson Investments. I mean, I knew his mom bragged about him but it was clear he loved what he did. How long would he be happy as a civilian? Albeit a filthy rich civilian.

      “You were probably thinking it was about the money, even though I told you it was never about recovering the money.” He was right. I totally thought his flying out to Atlantic City was about the money.

      “I never thought that,” I lied.

      “Liar,” he laughed. Then the laughter died abruptly like he physically stopped himself mid laugh. “I have something else I need to tell you.”

      Jesus, why did he sound like he was giving me terrible news? I squirmed on the massage table while Beck continued to arrange his tools.

      “Tweak is dead.”

      What? Holy shit that was big news.

      “How do you even know that?” I asked, although part of me knew the answer before he even responded.

      “Dino texted me. Said Chaz wanted to make sure I knew your issues with him were over. The Blade article said he was a jumper. I’m not buying he suddenly gave up on life and took a leap off the High Level, but it is what it is.”

      Oh man, I had heard about the jumper, but I hadn’t put the name together with Tweak. Someone jumped off that bridge every year or so. It was tragic, but not really a shocker anymore.

      “Well, I guess there is no need to watch me so closely anymore, huh?” I asked, trying not to let the weird sadness I felt be heard in my voice. It wasn’t Gabe’s fault I was a weirdo. I couldn’t just feel safe, I had to be sad that Gabe didn’t need to keep such a close eye on me anymore.

      "I just got off my flight, I'm in Detroit right now. Where are you? Will be you home in an hour? I need to see you."

      "I'm not going to be home for a while, Gabe," I answered truthfully, although I hated having to tell him I couldn't see him when he had been so honest about wanting to see me. "I'm at Gallery B, I'm getting my first tattoo." I may have sounded a little geeked when I said that, and it would be because I was totally geeked.

      "A tattoo? Where did that come from?" What did he mean, where did that come from? I was a wild and unpredictable woman in my early thirties. A tattoo wasn't so hard to imagine, was it?

      "There are a lot of things you don't know about me, Gabe." I had meant it to come across as a lighthearted remark, but may have missed the mark.

      "Not as many as you might think," he mumbled into the receiver, almost like he was talking under his breath. He sounded exhausted.

      Beck interrupted. "Angel, I’m going to need you to unbutton your jeans and pull them down a bit. And hang up the phone, I can't have you wiggling around while I'm working on you."

      "Holy shit, what are you having done?" Gabe asked, astonishment clear in his voice. He must have overheard Beck, who was in his professional zone and had no clue how his overheard words came across on the phone.

      "Gabe, I have to go, I'll talk to you later."

      "You'll talk to me in about an hour, Angel." As he hung up, I tried to figure out why those words sounded so much like a threat.

      I didn't have time to pick apart the weirdness of that phone call, though, because my attention was diverted by a small blue something Beck was getting ready to run over the skin on my hip.

      "Why do you have a razor in your hand, Beck?"
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      Okay, so the razor thing freaked me out, but in my defense, I had no idea that even the slightest amount of peach fuzz could wreck a tattoo. Hell, I didn't even know the hip was an area that had peach fuzz; you learn something new every day. I also learned something about tattoos.

      They hurt.

      I had thought I was going to be a big girl about it, and with the placement being one of the squishier bits of me, I thought it would be easy. Turns out I am a mega-wuss. It wasn't that it was so very painful, but the scraping was so repetitive, and I ended up grabbing the sides of the massage table to keep from squirming around under Beck's needle. I also wasn't required to keep my eyes closed either, and I felt damned embarrassed about it when I asked Beck and he laughed at me.

      "Well Regina had to do it, so I assumed that was some weird thing you had new clients do for a big reveal at the end."

      "No, I just made Regina do it because she was special," Beck said, his huge shoulders shaking a little as he tried to hold his laughter back and failed.

      "How special?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

      "The most special."

      I liked that. I liked that Beck had no problem saying out loud to anyone how he felt about Regina. He held nothing back, everything out in the open. Oh God, how wonderful to be so free. I wondered when I could be like that with Gabe. I was just now getting to the point where I could admit inside of my head I had feelings for him. Crippling fear stole the words from my mouth when I tried saying as much out loud.

      I'd asked for something almost deceptively simple, and Beck had gotten it done in no time at all. It was barely an hour later when he was smearing some salve on top of it and covering the artwork with a dark wrapping and some medical tape. It barely peeked out the top of my jeans, and I knew I wanted to change into some elastic waistband pants as soon as I got home or my jeans would rub it to bleeding soon enough.

      I was still trying to find the words to tell Beck how awesome I thought his work was when all hell broke loose from the front of the shop.

      There was what sounded like a pitch pipe being blown. That tinny metal fluteish noise that kids blow in orchestra class before they tune their string instruments. It came out of nowhere and even Beck stopped talking and glanced toward the curtained off area with a that’s new look on his face. But then the singing started. And then a very loud and very agitated male voice I recognized as Gabe’s responded to the singing with a loud, “What the fuck?”

      Shit piss hell damn.

      I shot straight through that black curtain as fast as I could get my pants zipped up and my shirt pulled down with Beck close behind me.

      No, no, no, this was all wrong. This was not how it was supposed to be, Regina what did you do?

      “Congratulations Daddy,

      It’s your special day

      You knocked up your lover

      Now you’ll never get away.

      But you are a big tough guy,

      We’re sure that you’ll pull through

      Please bring home chips and ice cream

      Because she’s - eating – for – two!”

      The lyrics were atrocious and sung in barbershop style by a sandy-haired guy who could not have been older than seventeen years old. He was dressed in khaki pants with a white dress shirt and red-checkered suspenders. Topping off his outfit was a straw hat with a red-checkered band that matched the suspenders. The hat was too big and slid down over one eye, making him look even more like a little kid who was wearing an older relative’s hand me downs.

      To make matters worse, he was dragging out that last line for all it was worth, hanging on to that note as he dropped to one knee in front of Gabe, who looked down at him in horror. Whether it was the kid's singing or the epic amount of jazz hands going on, I didn’t know, but I couldn’t move. I was frozen in place even after the kid wrapped up what felt like the never-ending note, and Chessie broke the silence by running into the room, wiping her damp hands on her jeans as she hustled.

      “I went to the bathroom. I was gone five minutes, what fresh hell is this?”

      My mistake was looking away. My mistake was taking my eyes off the kid for one minute to look at Chessie as she spoke, because in the moment that I was distracted, Gabe moved. He had that kid backed up against a wall and stood toe to toe towering over him—Gabe shaking with rage and the poor messenger boy shaking with fear..

      Gabe’s expression was murderous.

      “Who sent you here?” Gabe wasn’t touching the much younger man, but his posture looked like he was going to take a swing at any moment. The kid looked like he was going to piss his pants and I wouldn’t blame him. Gabe was fucking scary right now. His eyes were black thunderclouds and there was a vein in the side of his neck that was sticking out pretty far. I remembered something Jeannette had said before.

      Money Bunnies.

      Oh shit, Gabe thought this was another pregnancy ploy by a desperate woman after his money. Creative, yes. Correct, no.

      “Oh my God, Gabe, back up, this is a huge misunderstanding,” I yelled as I ran over to Gabe and put my hands on his arm to get him to stop terrifying the kid and let him loose.

      “He is not the father,” I said to the young man as he scrambled away from Gabe and tried frantically to straighten his outfit and not look like he was running away.

      “It’s my first day,” the guy said, his voice shaking a little bit with nerves. “I came in and he was the only guy in the room. I thought it was him.” I felt terrible. This was all Regina’s fault. Why she felt she had to be so over the top, I don’t know, Jesus hell, this was a mess.

      “He’s the father.” I pointed at Beck, whose mouth dropped open even further at that announcement.

      “You’re having his baby?” The kid’s eyes looked like they wanted to pop out of their sockets. Beck was a big guy, he kind of had that effect on people.

      “No!” Gabe and I both shouted at once. The kid looked like he wanted to run for the door, and this had to be the most messed up first day of work in history. I’ll give him one thing, though, he was tenacious as hell because even after all of that yelling he walked right up to Beck, snapped his suspenders and started again,

      “Congratulations Daddy

      It’s your special day—”

      “Stop singing. Stop. Just stop right now.” I waved my hands in front of the kid, the surprise was over and I don’t think any of us could sit through another round of a song I was ninety-nine percent sure Regina had written herself.

      At that moment Cody came walking through the front door. The faint smell of tobacco that floated in with him said he had been outside having a cigarette and missed everything that went on. He looked around at the crowded lobby, then raised his eyebrows at the kid in the straw hat and asked, “So…what fun stuff is going on in here?”

      Straw hat opened his mouth to speak, but before that horrid song could start again Gabe jumped in front of him.

      “No. No more. Do not sing that song again.” The kid shrunk away from Gabe, eyes shifting from side to side, looking for an exit in case Gabe lost his shit again.

      “I’m going to get fired if I don’t deliver the message.”

      Gabe pulled out his wallet and took out several large bills, grabbed the kid’s hand and opened it palm up. He slapped the bills in his hand, closed his fingers around the money, and then took a calming breath.

      “If you leave right now we will give you a glowing review. But you have to leave. Right now. Goodbye.”

      The kid was gone before the door could even shut behind him. He looked like a cartoon character, he took off so fast, Gabe’s cash clutched in his hand. No one moved for a moment, no one spoke. The only sound was the heavy glass door in the front of the shop clicking closed all the way after Straw Hat.

      Beck was the first one to break the silence.

      “I’m gonna be a dad,” he said it softly, staring mystified at his hands as if he was already holding his child.

      “Yeah, Beck, you are. Although, Regina could have picked a less catastrophic way to tell you. Gabe almost committed a felony.” I was referring to how close Gabe was to offing the kid where he stood, singing to Gabe like he was the one with a bundle of joy on the way.

      “I’m gonna be a dad. I have to go. Home. I have to go home now.” Beck wasn’t making sense. He was saying words, but I don’t think he was all the way with it. He was having trouble getting past the whole “daddy” thing, but he looked exactly like I thought he would. Ecstatic. Full of joy.

      Chessie was crying and smiling, and Cody was standing next to her with his arm around her shoulders. They were both looking at Beck with undisguised affection, but not surprise.

      “Did you guys know, too?” Both of them nodded.

      “I don’t know how she kept it a secret at all,” Chessie said, passing her hand in front of her mouth to hide the laughter. “She has to pee every five minutes when she’s here, and the random puking!”

      “Or when she begged me to stop and get her a Tony Packo’s hot dog, and when I fought rush hour traffic to get it she took one sniff in the bag and declared the smell made her gag and she couldn’t eat it?” Cody was smiling as he complained. He walked up to Beck and clapped him on the shoulder. “Congratulations, Boss, now go home and hug Regina. She’s probably sitting by the phone dying to hear how this went.”

      “Well, I knew something was wrong, I’m not an idiot,” Beck countered, his voice a low rumble. “I just thought it was stress. Juggling time with me and learning a new job was taking a lot out of her. She wasn’t getting enough sleep. I just thought she was stressed out.” Beck looked at me again, then back to Chessie and Cody, and back again to me, barely sparing a glance at Gabe. “We’re going to get married,” he said, completely out of the blue.

      “Uh, does Regina know this?” I was willing to bet he had said it as soon as he thought of it, and no, Regina had no advance knowledge of her impending nuptials.

      Chessie started cracking up, but it was Cody who said the words we were all thinking. “Boss, you have to actually ask her if she wants to before you go saying stuff like that that.”

      “Nah,” Beck said over his shoulder as he sprang into action. “She likes it when I tell her what to do.”

      I rolled my eyes as Beck beat it out the front door at a dead run, without saying goodbye to anyone. She would have no idea how absolutely ridiculous the entire affair was. “It’s a far cry from a glitter spitting card, that’s for sure,” I grumbled to myself.

      “What?” Gabe had stepped next to me when I was watching Chessie and Cody, and his voice was so close to my ear I jumped.

      “Nothing, I just knew she was going to go over the top with her announcement. I don’t know why she couldn’t just sit him down and make Beck open a goofy present that said, ‘Congratulations Daddy,’ instead of giving everyone in the place a heart attack. You living?” I asked him, bumping his shoulder with mine affectionately. He looked exhausted. His dark navy Henley was wrinkled and he had a day’s worth of stubble on his chin. I resisted the urge to run my fingers over it to test its scratchiness.

      “We need to talk.” There was a hollow ring to his voice that caused a vine of doubt to start growing in my stomach, curling around my guts and making me feel sick. That didn’t sound good. Those words never sounded good.

      “Okay, that sounds serious. Do you want to wait until you get some rest?” Please let me put this off, I didn’t like the empty sound of his words.

      “No. This can’t wait.”

      I was beginning to get nervous. Gabe wanted to say something I didn’t want to hear. I don’t know what it was, but nothing good ever came of those words, “We need to talk.” That’s why people should never say them. There is only one place a person’s mind naturally goes, and of course, mine went there. I wasn’t ready to hear it. That he was done with me. I mean, I had prepared myself to an extent, but I wasn’t ready.

      Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, but there was no damn way in hell I was going to let a single one fall in this tattoo shop, so I just shrugged nonchalantly.

      “Okay, well, I have to pay for my session and then I have to corral the ladies from next door and pour them into the car. Jolene and Gerta came with me so I wouldn’t go out alone like you told me not to.” Something flickered across his face as I mentioned not going out alone, but I couldn’t decipher it, so I forged ahead. “I can drop them off at home and then meet you somewhere? At your office, maybe?”

      “Finish what you are doing and I’ll meet you at your apartment, okay?” It may have been asked as a question but his tone of voice was final. There was no other option but compliance when Gabriel Anderson wanted to have his way. From his squared shoulders and the firm set of his mouth, I knew he had his mind made up.

      He waited until I nodded in agreement before he turned and left the shop, the heavy glass door closing once again on an awkward scene. There was nothing left to do but pay Chessie for my session and then do exactly what I said I was going to do, which was pick up the girls and go home.

      He was going to invade my safe place with some bad news, and couldn’t even give me the decency of telling me in a neutral space.

      Shit piss hell damn.
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      I was glad I made it to her building before she did. It gave me some time to cool off from the events at the tattoo shop. Things were probably going to get messy with Angel and me, we really didn’t need residual issues from earlier interfering with that, and they would have. I was pissed.

      I had just walked into Gallery B, there was no one in the lobby at all, and not five seconds after I walked in that kid in the drama club costume had shown up with his messed up singing telegram. I don’t know who Beck’s girlfriend is, but that chick is twisted for sure.

      For a second I really thought it was for me.

      I really thought that another crazy bitch was trying to snap me up. There was always someone, always someone looking at me like I’m an easy fucking target. I hate it. I hate that I can’t trust any woman I meet, besides Jeannette, because nine times out of ten, they only see dollar signs when they look into my eyes. Except for Angel. Angel knows who I am and no matter what has happened between us, and according to the time machine trip I just took through those books I was given, it was a lot, money is never something she thinks of when she looks at me.

      I needed to take the time I had, standing in the small parking lot outside of Angel’s apartment, separating myself from that part of my anger because Angel didn’t deserve to have me yelling at her over something that had nothing to do with her. Oh no. I had plenty of other shit to yell at her about, starting with the spring of my senior year, and how she had dropped me like a bad habit over something stupid. Or I had originally thought. In all honesty, I was pissed at myself, too. This whole thing was so fucking avoidable, and instead had turned into something that festered for so long it had affected her well into adulthood. I was responsible. And I hated myself for it.

      Feeling a prickling feeling on the back of my neck, I turned around to find old man Gary staring at me from the first floor window again, just like he had when I came over the first time, curtains flung wide open. He was standing in the window looking at me, arms folded across his chest, wearing a pair of grey slacks and a dingy undershirt. Why do all old men wear dress pants and undershirts like it is fashionable attire?

      Knowing what a close eye the residents of The Washington Arms kept on the place, I thought I would give a greeting. I waved to Gary, who raised his eyebrow at me but nothing else, just stood there staring through the window like it was a two-way mirror and I wasn’t supposed to know he was there. Something about my standoff with the old man in the window struck me as funny, and a little of the pent-up rage I had been feeling slowly bled from my chest.

      Until I heard Angel’s car pull into the parking lot, then my body tightened like a steel coil. All of the tension returned, and what the hell was that? Was I nervous? No way, that’s not what it was. I was angry. Angry at Angel for being so goddamn secretive, and angry at myself for being the reason she thought she had to be.

      She was the last one in the building, finding a reason to fuss around in her car for a bit after Gerta and Jolene had already made it to the door.

      “Be gentle with her,” said Jolene, with an uncharacteristic lack of sass. Like I needed her to tell me how to be with Angel. Gentle. Angel didn’t need gentle, she needed to deal with this, with us. And if she wouldn’t do it, then I would.

      Angel didn’t say anything as she met me at the door and led me up the stairs to her apartment. She just gave me a questioning look, her troubled glances telling me she knew something was wrong. Of course something was wrong, but she didn’t know what. She didn’t know what I knew. I waited until we were in the apartment and the door was closed before I spoke.

      “Angel, we need to talk.”

      “Yeah, you said that before. Twice. You mind telling me what is so ominous that you had to make it sound like a threat?” She was agitated and defensive, this was already not going well. First thing’s first.

      “Before we get started, Angel, is there anything you want to tell me? Anything at all that you want me to know? Something that you’ve always wanted to say but never have?”

      Her nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed slightly, but that was the only indication that she might have understood my underlying question. She said nothing in response. Nothing until I took the grocery bag I had been carrying off my arm and started pulling out the contents and laying them on her low coffee table. Delia Dates: Diary of a Single Girl, books one through eight, all laid out in a row.

      “No,” the word was whispered, so low I almost thought I imagined her saying it until she repeated it, louder this time. “No.”

      “Why? Why do you have those? What are you doing right now?” Angel’s voice became high-pitched and reedy, I could tell she was in the throes of panic, but I couldn’t have any sympathy yet. Not when I knew what I knew, after fifteen years of not knowing anything at all.

      “Samantha Ice,” I said, picking up volume one and thumbing through the pages so they made a nice zipping noise between my hands. Sort of like the sound of a deck of cards being shuffled.

      Zip Zip.

      “It took me a little while to figure it out, but honestly it should have come to me right away. We used to watch those reruns of Who’s the Boss, and you always loved that Alyssa Milano’s character was named Sam. You even tried to get your parents to change your name when we were in middle school. Thought you were much more of a Sam than an Angel. I disagree.” Angel had her fists clenched together so tightly I was sure her nails were going to carve into her skin and drops of blood would come sliding out through the cracks, but they didn’t, so I kept talking.

      “Ice is for those little chocolate cubes in the blue and white foil wrapping that we used to get at the gas station when I filled up my car on the way to school in the morning. They were in a little bucket on the counter by the lottery machine and you always bought four. Two for you and two for me. Very clever, Angel.”

      It was me saying her name that spurred her into action. I was standing in between Angel and the apartment door, but I could see the wheels turning, I could see the moment in her eyes when she completely snapped and made the decision to flee. There was nowhere to go and I wouldn’t let her hide. Desperation made her fast, though, and she made it down the hall to her bedroom before I could catch the door shutting in my face so quickly, I felt the breeze brush my nose before I heard the lock click.

      “Go away.” She was sobbing now, and the sound of it scraped at my insides, tearing my flesh from my bones. I didn’t want to hurt her, but we had to do this. She had been hurting for so long. Me too, hurting from the not knowing, and now I knew. This had to happen.

      “I don’t want this,” she continued, pounding her fist on the closed door for emphasis. “I don’t want to talk about this with you.”

      “That’s too bad, Angel,” I said as I slid slowly to the floor and leaned my back against the door. “Because I am going to talk about this with you.” Then I opened book one to the page that I had previously marked with a bright yellow sticky note and began to read out loud.

      I had been so excited to get the part of Mabel in our school’s production of Pirates of Penzance. It was my first female lead, and it was a big one. I was more of a mezzo-soprano than a true soprano, but the director must have seen something in me that fit the part because I beat out Jessica Colby for the lead, and she had been taking voice lessons since she was ten. I think she might hate me a little bit now but that’s okay. I’m used to other girls hating me.

      One of the reasons for that was in the audience tonight, probably waiting for the show to end so he can meet me backstage with a bouquet of pink roses, which he knows are my favorite. Gavin is my best friend. I wish I could be more than that, but if that is what I am allowed in this world, I’ll take it. He knows how hard I’ve been practicing, he’s had to sit through my fumbling and screwing up and sore throats until I thought my lungs were bleeding. He knows how important tonight is, opening night. So I know he’ll be here.

      And he was there. Waiting in the auditorium after the show along with his date, Kathy Dillman. Of all the girls that had a thing for Gavin, I wished he wouldn’t have picked her. She was one of the ringleaders of “girls who thought I had no business being close to Gavin Ainsley” and had an especially mean streak running through her. I never told Gavin about the nasty shit they used to do to me, to pound the message that I needed to learn my place into my brain, because he would just feel sorry for me, and what good would that do? I didn’t need Gavin to feel sorry for me, or feel like he needed to protect me. I just needed him to stay by my side and be my friend. No one knew me like Gavin did, and I trusted no one as much as I trusted him. Even if I had to watch him grow up and marry a bitch like Kathy Dillman. It wouldn’t be her, though. Gavin’s relationships were about as deep as a kiddie pool, but probably someone like her.

      We would always be friends, and we would always be there for each other. And even though he brought a date with him, he was still there supporting me on my opening night. But he wasn’t carrying any pink roses, which was weird. He knew how much I liked them, and Gavin always gave in to the things I wanted, because I think he needed a little sister to spoil. I liked being spoiled, so I let him.

      It took me a minute to see, because there were a lot of people in the auditorium and I had snuck in through the side door to avoid getting squashed by the crowd. It was just pure luck that brought me in directly behind them, and I happened to notice the bundle of pink roses that Kathy was holding down at her side, like she had picked a newspaper out of a puddle and was carrying it upside down so she didn’t get her hands wet. Why was she holding my roses? I tried not to think such petty thoughts, but I couldn’t help it. She was a super bitch and I really didn’t like her, even if Gavin did.

      Gavin was craning his neck to look over the heads of everyone that had filed into the auditorium. I knew he was looking for me, and I was about a foot away from grabbing the back of his jacket to let him know I was behind him when Kathy opened her mouth and destroyed everything.

      “Okay, I sat through that stupid show, can we go now?” she huffed, shifting her weight from one foot to the other like an impatient princess. “Do we really have to stay to see her? You see her all the time and you promised to take me out after this. Hey, Gavin, I’m talking to you.” She pulled on his shirtsleeve to get his attention and he looked down at her briefly, and then returned to scanning the room.

      “What? Yes, I said I would take you out after the show, just give me a minute. I want to congratulation Delia and then we can go.” I was right behind them but they didn’t know, and I wasn’t in a hurry to tell them either, just so I could watch them rush off on their date.

      “Really, Gavin, I don’t know why you spoil her so much. She’s not your girlfriend, you aren’t even dating, although, what anyone would see in her any way, I wouldn’t know. She’s so…dumpy. You don’t have to feel sorry for her just because her mom works for your dad. She’s not your pet project, and if you keep slumming around with her she’s only going to drag you down.”

      She pulled his sleeve again and Gavin finally looked at her, really looked at her. I stood there, my mouth open in shock. She had spoken to me like this before. All of Gavin’s old girlfriends, as well as some girls that were just part of his unofficial fan club did, but this was the first time I had ever heard anyone say such things in Gavin’s presence. She had just put the nail in the coffin of any relationship those two might have had. There was no way Gavin was going to be cool with anyone talking about me like that. If someone spoke about him to me like that, I would have lost my shit. I waited for him to snap at her, to set her straight, but that didn’t happen.

      Gavin just looked at her for a second, and then he laughed, the sound cutting straight through the middle of my body, the center of my heart. A clean cut that I almost didn’t feel until he planted a kiss on her, the kind of kiss that has a girl leaning up onto her tiptoes to get closer. I would have done anything to have Gavin kiss me like that just once. Instead, it was Kathy Dillman on her tiptoes, holding my favorite pink roses. And it was me that backed out of the auditorium, through the side door and out into the parking lot, still wearing my peasant blouse and skirt from the play. I ran the entire four miles home, something I would have never done without the fuel of my agony burning through me. No one was home. I was alone, and for that I was glad. I was glad I didn’t have to explain to anyone why I was crying so hard I threw up. Why I screamed the agony out into my pillow, and how the sobbing was so bad and so violent, that I broke a ton of capillaries in my face, and had to use extra thick makeup to cover it up for the next two nights the play ran.

      I didn’t have anyone to talk to about it, considering the closest person in the world to me was Gavin himself. I couldn’t even talk to my mom about it because there was no way she would be able to keep it to herself. She worked for Gavin’s dad and was best friends with his mom. There was a zero percent chance she would keep it a secret, and if that were the case, then Gavin would end up finding out. Finding out everything. There was no way. I just had to figure out a way to handle it. I couldn’t trust myself to be around him, to even see or speak to him until I could swallow this down. He must have really liked Kathy Dillman, because I knew deep down he didn’t agree with her. I knew he didn’t think the things she said were true, I knew him better than that.

      I just had to take some time to myself, like I always did when one of his girls did something to hurt me. I would need to rebuild myself and get stronger before I could go back to being Gavin’s best friend. It would be okay, it would just take me a little longer this time. We would be okay, we would be fine.

      It wouldn’t be okay, though, and it would take me a lot longer than I thought before I could even pretend to be fine again. Gavin graduated from high school two months later. As soon as he turned eighteen in June he joined the army and went far away. It caused a big scandal in his family because he was supposed to go to an Ivy League school and get a stellar education so he could take over the family business. I knew he was struggling with that, but it must have worked out in the end. He didn’t take over the family business, but from what I understand, as an adult he is doing quite well for himself. He turned into super GI Joe and travels around the world, kicking ass and rescuing princesses. That sounds pretty cool. If that’s what he wanted, I could probably be happy for him. I just wish it didn’t feel like my insides were being torn apart, even all these years later, just hearing his name.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Angel

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t the words that tore me to pieces and had me sagging against the door with my hand over my mouth to stifle the sobs. I had started writing that first book when I was nineteen and struggling through classes at my performing arts college. My drama professor told me I had a problem syncing with the emotions of my characters, so he advised me to keep a journal. Apparently writing out my feelings was supposed to be cathartic or some shit, but all it did was make me realize how pathetic I had been as a teenager, so I added some other things to spice it up, and Delia Dates was born.

      Everything in that book was fiction. I didn’t have much in the way of human connections when I was college. I don’t know why. I guess I just didn’t see the point in investing that much of myself into something that was going to be so fleeting. Being nice didn’t cost anything, and I could be friendly with a lot of people, but I didn’t really feel the need to go any deeper than that. Of course, I went out and I dated, and I did take some of those experiences and turn them into Delia’s, but every single word in my books was fiction—except for that first bit.

      Those words Gabe read aloud through the door were the catalyst that got me writing, and in doing so, found the thing I was really good at. I sucked at acting, but music and the written word—those were my jam. I didn’t publish volume one until I was out of school and still living in California, but it didn’t take long for book two and three to follow. Writing was something I could do no matter where I was, and before long I had thrown myself into it with reckless abandon.

      So it wasn’t the words that had me shivering and shaking on my side of the door, thinking my legs weren’t going to be able to hold me up much longer. No, it was the way Gabe’s voice had cracked and almost given out several times while he had been reading. It was the raw emotion and pain I could hear coming through the door that cut me like a knife. The emotions I had tried so hard to bury deep inside of me oozing sluggishly through the open wound.

      I never wanted Gabe to hurt. I had never even wanted him to know.

      “Can you please stop now?” I whispered the words because I couldn’t make my voice sound any louder. I was surprised I was able to get that much out, but he heard me through the paper thin hollow wood of the door anyway.

      “I’ve already read the first five books. They are hysterical, for the most part, and I can totally hear you saying the words as I read them in my head. All except for that first part of that first book, when we find out what happened to Delia to essentially fuck her up from having any meaningful relationships in the future. Angel, open the door.”

      “I don’t want to.” I really, really didn’t want to. I didn’t want him to look at me, to judge me, to see my face destroyed by the tears I hadn’t cried since that night when I decided I hated pink roses.

      “Angel, open this door or I will rip it off its fucking hinges, I swear to God. Please.” I didn’t want to test him, he sounded serious. Steeling myself against the agony of the eye contact, I slowly unlocked the door. Stepping back I swung it open to find Gabe standing there, book in his hands, looking down at me. My legs almost did give out on me then, and I had to back up and sit on the edge of my bed or I was going to fall down.

      A crying man was my kryptonite.

      There were no actual tears, no, I am sure Gabe was much too manly for that. But his eyes were red and bloodshot anyway, and they had a glassy sheen to them that breathed of leaking emotion.

      I wanted to vomit.

      “Those books are fiction, Gabe.” Most of them anyway.

      “Oh, they would have to be,” Gabe said conversationally as he walked a little farther into the bedroom, eating up my personal space and forcing me to look up at him with his hand on my chin. “Some of the shit that happens to this chick is over the top. Works well with the continuation of the series, though. But let me ask you this…who’s Gavin Ainsley?”

      I’m already sitting here fucking destroyed, Gabe, don’t make me say it.

      “You know,” I whispered, trying to break eye contact but his hand under my chin wouldn’t budge, and I was so goddamn angry with him for making me do this I almost couldn’t see straight.

      “Oh, I have an idea, Angel, but I want to hear you say it.” He looked down at me, mouth hard, expression in his eyes even harder.

      Oh, fuck this.

      I finally found my voice. “Fine, Goddamnit, you want to know so badly? It’s YOU. Gavin Ainsley is you, and Kathy Dillman is Lila Dickerson, and I’m Delia, or at least, I was in the beginning. All of the rest of my books are completely made up because I am apparently an emotionally stunted fuck up. Is that what you wanted me to say? I’m sorry I wrote about you to come to some kind of closure over something that happened when we are kids. I’m sorry, okay? Are you fucking happy now?” I screamed as I stood and shoved him in the chest. Hard. I was shocked I had even done such a thing, put my hands on anyone in anger, and I immediately regretted it. Gabe hadn’t even moved, though. It had been like shoving against a wall. Didn’t do anything but hurt my wrists a bit.

      Gabe flexed his hands a little and looked like he wanted to reach out for me, but he changed his mind and folded his arms across his chest instead. “No, I’m not happy. I’m not happy at all, and I think you are misunderstanding something very important. I’m not pissed because you wrote a book, Angel. You make your money any way you want to. I do. I’m a grown ass man and no one is going to tell me what I can and can’t do. No, Angel, you are completely missing the point about why I’m upset.”

      Gabe rolled his shoulders and lifted his head to the ceiling like he was praying for patience, and maybe he was, because he was clearly still mad at me. When he lowered his head to look at me again, there was something else in his still red-rimmed eyes. Something besides anger, and it twisted my guts to see it because I knew I was the one who put it there. He was hurt.

      “I’m pissed because you were my best friend. And regardless what other feelings you had, you didn’t think enough of me as a person to come and tell me when these things happened. Because if you did, then we could have talk about it. Let me ask you something else, because it kind of bothered me back then, but you denied anything was wrong. My sophomore year, when you were a freshman and you got that god-awful spiked short haircut. I saw you crying when you came home from the salon, but you told me you were in high school now so you wanted to try more edgy things. That’s not what happened, is it?”

      I grimaced at the memory. No that was not what happened. Blanching inwardly, I sighed, and spilled my guts. “Kelly Abraham didn’t like that I rode to and from school with you. It was bad enough when it was our moms that drove us, but then you got your license and your new car and you still picked me up and dropped me off. She wanted it to just be her, so to make her point she and two of her girlfriends held me down in a stall in the second-floor girl’s bathroom and used clippers to shave a chunk out of my hair. Took it straight to the scalp in one area. My mom would have shit a brick and I couldn’t leave it as it was, so I went straight to the salon and had them do what they could. Kelly told me that if I wanted to be your best friend and consider myself one of the guys, then I might as well look like one. Worst haircut I ever had.”

      I laughed then, because it really was ridiculous. That haircut lasted longer than his relationship with Kelly, so who really had gotten the shit end of that deal? As an adult it was laughable. As a young teenage girl I was devastated.

      There was rage stamped all over Gabe’s features, and he sounded like he was barely hanging on to the tail end of his temper when he said to me through gritted teeth, “And you lied to me about it?”

      “What good would it do to tell you? It was my problem anyway.” Wrong choice of words apparently, because Gabe exploded.

      “If it involved me in any way, if you were being hurt or bullied because of me, then it damn well was my problem, too! Goddamnit, Angel. Shit piss fuck.” Running out of cuss words he turned and started pacing the room.

      “You want to know what happened the night of your play, Angel? Because I know what you saw and what you wrote, but do you want to know how it was from another point of view? Since I was there, I would like to weigh in on this.”

      I didn’t say anything, just sat down on the bed again and put my head in my hands. God this was draining.

      “I didn’t fucking hear her, Angel.”

      I snapped back to attention at his words. What the hell did he mean he didn’t hear her?

      “I wasn’t paying attention to her because I was looking for you. You nailed the high notes on Poor Wandering One, and I was so proud of you. You had been practicing for weeks and that was always the part that tripped you up—but you killed it. I was so happy for you I wanted to hug the shit out of you. That’s why I made Lila hold your roses, too. Because I was going to crush you and didn’t want to destroy your flowers.” He stopped pacing and stood in front of me again, running his hands through his hair and then letting his arms fall back down to his sides. He looked tired, defeated.

      “She talked all the time, Angel. Seriously, she never shut up. I tuned out ninety percent of the shit she said so I literally did not fucking hear a word that came out of her mouth. I laughed because she expected a response. I kissed her because I didn’t want her to know I hadn’t been listening. I didn’t even know what she said. I certainly didn’t agree with any of that. God. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      He dropped to his knees then, Gabe did, right in front of me. He bent his head over my knees as I sat on the edge of the bed and he whispered his apology. This wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t want a broken Gabe begging my forgiveness. That wasn’t what this was about. I had to sit on my hands to resist touching the back of his head, comforting him by running my fingers through the short hairs there. I was pretty sure he did not want me to be touching him at this moment.

      “Angel, I didn’t deserve that kind of loyalty from you when we were kids. I just didn’t. And it guts me that you wanted to be something other than you were because, trust me, you did not want to change places with any of those girls.” His words were sorrowful, and he actually believed exactly what he was saying.

      “Gabe, I loved you as hard as a teenage girl can love anyone but herself, so please don’t tell me what I did or did not want. You were never supposed to know because you didn’t see me that way.”

      “You’re right, Angel. I didn’t see you that way. I saw you as something better. You weren’t one of those girls because you were too important. Those girls came and went but you were always there. I would never have that relationship with you because I cared about you. My friendship with you, I was serious about. My relationship with those girls? That was a teenage boy who wanted to have fun and liked boobs.”

      “You still like boobs.”

      “Don’t. Don’t make this a joke Angel. This isn’t a comedy like your books. I’m fucking serious. You were everything to me. I didn’t have another friend, a guy or a girl, who was as close to me as you. So when you disappeared, and I had no idea why, it didn’t just sting. I was gutted. And when I was freaking out about college, about doing everything my mom and dad wanted me to, even though it wasn’t at all what I wanted, I really wanted to talk to you about it, because you were the only one who would understand. But I couldn’t because you cut me off and I had no idea why. So yeah, I fucking ran. Looks like we were both stupid kids fucking up. Goddamnit.”

      It was my turn to bow my head and cover my face. This conversation was too hard, and I didn’t want to have it anymore. To find out that all of my angst over the night of my play was because he was a douchebag boyfriend who hadn’t heard a word out of his date's mouth made me feel very petty, but there was no going back. Those things that had happened made us who we were and I didn’t think either of us would change who we were now, even if we could. I liked myself. And I liked Gabe.

      What would happen to us now?

      “You were never supposed to know any of this, Gabe, and even now I don’t know what it changes that you do. I’m not that teenage girl anymore, and you aren’t that kid I was in love with. We’ve cleared up some things now, but all it does it make me feel stupid and weak. Stupid for internalizing and not coming to you when I should have, and weak because it has affected me for so long.” I couldn’t look at him, the tears weren’t running down my cheeks anymore but I had the hiccups. I tried to take deep, even breaths to keep from making any noise, but every few seconds my chest would seize and the “hic” would come out.

      “If we had dated when we were kids, I never would have appreciated you like I should have. I didn’t have the capacity at the time. It was a maturity I didn’t possess yet. But I was young then, and I didn’t know a damn thing. I’m a grown man now, and I know exactly what I want.” Gabe’s hand slid under my chin again, gentler now, and I raised my tear-streaked face to meet his. His eyes weren’t hard anymore, and they weren’t sad. There was something else in there, but I didn’t want to believe what I saw there, in the warm brown depths of his gaze. I didn’t want to open my heart to that if it meant hurting again. Shit, I was hurting now.

      “I don’t know if I even have the capacity to care that deeply about a person anymore,” I said truthfully.

      “Then why are you crying?” He wiped a fresh tear from my cheek with his thumb and tilted my face to meet his. It wasn’t a brain-melting kiss like he had given me before, this was sweet and gentle and almost had me sobbing again with all of the emotion he passed into me from his lips.

      “Don’t look down again, Angel. Look at me. I didn’t know shit then, but I know now and I’m not afraid to tell you. I’m not afraid to say it out loud that I care about you. The adult you. The Angel I drove to Detroit for and punched Dino in the face for and stayed up all night reading romantic comedies for. But we have a problem. I don’t want you to let someone else determine what your place is. You determine that. I would love to say that your place is right here with me, but even I can’t decide that for you.

      “And if you decide you want to try this with me, then there absolutely will be people that will try to remove you, to get you to back down. I mean it, these women get really creative and I need you to be assertive. If you can do that, then I promise I will never make you do it alone. I will stand next to you, I will stand up for you, in the future and like I should have all those years ago.” Gabe got up from his kneeling position and sat next to me on the edge of the bed, his thigh touching mine, and he grabbed my hands and squeezed.

      “If you decide that your place is with me, and I don’t know what else I can do or say to convince you of this, then I need you to stand your ground. I need you to trust how you feel about me and how I feel about you because we are going to communicate. I need you to be able to give a big fuck you to anyone who would try to knock you from your place. Can you do that?”

      “You gonna need me to be a bad ass?” I asked, feeling for the first time that maybe I could rise to the challenge.

      “The baddest of asses,” he said solemnly. It would have been a very sweet and poignant moment if his hands hadn't immediately drifted up to my chest so he could squeeze my boobs together.

      “Are you ever going to be able to control yourself?” It’s like we hadn’t just been having an intensely emotion conversation where he yelled and I cried.

      “Probably not. Do I have to?”

      I laughed and pushed him in the chest, much more gently than earlier in our argument, until he fell backward on the bed. He didn’t say anything, just raised his eyebrows and folded his arms behind his head, waiting to see what I would do. I slid his fancy leather shoes off his feet, running my fingers up the arch of his foot, causing his leg to jump. As playful as our mood had become, I really didn’t want to have sex right now.

      Gabe had been traveling, up all night and most of today. There were shadows under his eyes I couldn’t help but feel guilty about for putting there. Climbing into the bed next to him I snuggled up close and rested my head in the crook of his arm.

      “You don’t think we are rushing into anything too fast?” My words disappeared into a jaw-cracking yawn.

      “Who do you need permission from to love me, Angel? We’re adults,” he said, mirroring my yawn. I knew it, he was exhausted. “You want me to call your mom and ask her?” he asked while turning on his side and tucking me in closer to his body.

      “Dear God, not that.” I snorted softly, burying my face into the worn cotton of his navy shirt. I stayed there for a bit, feeling the rise and fall of his chest under my cheek. When I did move my head back to look up at him I saw he had fallen asleep, his eyelids closed over his chocolate brown eyes. The ones that flashed black when he was angry or turned on.

      Having this Gabe was good, too. He was strong and dominating, and really had to have his own way all the time, completely different than when we were kids and he always let me have my own way. I was different now than I was fifteen years ago, too. Maybe it was fate that we were so close back then, but never able to be together. There was a reason we were together now, maybe we were both finally ready. It was a really nice thought to fall asleep to, anyway.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was full night when I opened my eyes next. I woke with a start because Gary’s answering machine kicked on downstairs and he had the volume turned up to eleven when he listened to his messages. I reached on my nightstand and checked my phone; it was after midnight. Definitely time for more sleep. I was warm with Gabe’s body curled around me like a furnace, the same as the first time we ended up in a bed together. Instead of terrified and nervous, though, I felt comforted having him beside me. Happy.

      I’d been told once, by someone I had dated briefly, that I lived my life treating every relationship like it could be taken from me at any moment. But that wasn’t true, at least not anymore. I was trying, in my own way. As I snuggled my bottom a little more firmly against Gabe’s middle, he grunted, and slid one large thigh over mine, trapping me in place. Ugh, I was still wearing my jeans and as I moved, the waistband caught on the black plastic covering of my tattoo, making a crinkling noise. I brushed it gently with my hand, my fingers flirting with the edge of the tape that held the covering on. I should have taken it off before I went to bed. But I was too busy to think of it. I would do it in the morning. Clean it up and put new salve on it, then I would show it to Gabe. Maybe, when he saw the small pink rose I had put on one of his favorite parts of my body to grab, then he would understand.

      Then again, I thought as I felt his deep, even breathing in my hair and against the back of my neck, maybe he understands just fine. Maybe it was me who needed to catch up. Either way, I couldn’t wait to show him my surprise.
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      This morning I flooded my kitchen.

      I’m not usually so scatterbrained, but I had a lot on my mind lately and much of it had to do with a particular smooth-talking Italian that had been getting on my last nerve. I’m pretty sure his one real joy in life is repeatedly poking and pushing my buttons, but he shocked the hell out of me yesterday when he had asked me to be his date for tonight.

      I shocked the hell out of myself when I said yes.

      Usually I can serve the digs back to Dino just as quickly as he can needle me, but I just felt so challenged when he asked me out that I felt like I just had to accept. And it wasn’t a date. Not really. It was an assignment apparently. What kind of assignment? He wouldn’t tell me. Dino didn’t tell people any more than he thought they should know, which wasn’t much at all.

      I’m a secretary. A personal assistant. I’m actually much more than that but if I were asked what my job title was, that was as narrow a description as I could give. I work for Gabe Anderson, recently the head of Anderson Investments located in the heart of the Glass City, Toledo, Ohio. Previously a protector for hire, jack of many covert trades, a mercenary. Gabe was one of the good guys though, I had been working for him for over six years and we had a special trust. I knew a lot about him, and he knew more than most people did about me.

      Dino though? He was someone different. I knew part of what Dino did, but maybe that was false information too. I would be hard-pressed to come up with a last name for him, mostly because Dino had so many aliases I wonder if he even knew what his legal name was. Working for Gabe I had access to a lot of information and could probably have done a little digging into Dino, but I’m not that kind of woman. I have secrets of my own-I’m not inviting anyone to peek any more closely at me than they need to.

      I knew enough about Dino though, to understand that he was one of the most infuriating men I had ever met. He thought he was God’s gift to women, and used his glib tongue to get whatever he wanted. Most of the time what he wanted was information because Dino was a spook. Did he work for the feds or some other government agency? Was he a spy working multiple sides of a shakily drawn boundary line? I don’t know for sure, but I’ve heard some things. What I do know is that Gabe had worked with Dino on several different cases over the years that I had known him, and at this time we kind of sort of maybe owed him a favor.

      I hated owing anyone anything.

      “Dino, just because Jeannette works for me doesn’t mean you can make her do things for you. That’s not how it works.” Gabe had stood in the waiting area outside of his office, which happened to be my office, and leaned against the doorjamb with his arms folded across his chest. A frown marred his young and handsome face as he considered Dino’s request.

      “You helped me out big time when I needed you to for sure. But that’s my favor. Jeanette doesn’t owe you shit.”

      Dino gave Gabe a long-suffering look. I took advantage of his distracted attention to let my eyes roam over his broad shoulders, currently encased in a tight-fitting gray Henley that narrowed in at the waist. Dark wash jeans that molded to his hips completed the look. He looked like denim-wrapped sin and I hated that I even noticed. It was a casual look for Dino, and I wondered briefly if it was something he enjoyed wearing or if he was playing another character today.

      “I’m not asking to clear your debt. I’m asking because I need a date for the auction this weekend and I need to go with someone who will let me work. If I take someone else, I’ll have to split my attention. If Jeannette goes with me then I don’t have to pretend I’m on a real date.”

      Well damn that stung, even though I didn’t have any feelings for Dino other than thinking he was aggravatingly attractive. My lady pride took a blow at being referred to as a fake date. God, his personality sucked.

      Well hell, I wouldn’t let him know it hurt. I decided long ago that no man would ever hurt me again. Compared to what I had been through in what seemed like a past life, his words were like raindrops on my windshield. It sucked driving in the rain, but the water still rolled off the outside of the car. My insides were good. No harm, no foul.

      “Does your need to work at the charity auction have anything to do with why you are playing wise guy to a scumbag like Chaz Malone?” I asked, surprised that I would even go so far. I wasn’t even interested in what he was doing. Although he did surprise both Gabe and me by showing up in Toledo as a hired thug for the local Detroit crime boss. Dino was way above that kind of pay grade, and I was pretty sure there was some sort of moral code lurking beneath those chiseled abs and piss-poor personality. It had turned out to be a blessing in disguise though, because the favor that Gabe had been talking about had been Dino helping rescue Gabe’s now girlfriend Angel from the clutches of Chaz and his other goons, all without blowing his cover, of course.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” His attention had fully returned to me. “I might tell you if you agree to be my date and provided you can wear something a little dressier than those stuffy little pantsuits you wear to the office every day. You could have a bangin’ body under there, but no one would ever know with all those layers you hide under.”

      “Sexual harassment is a thing, Dino,” I said tiredly. He said that stuff to get under my skin, I knew that. Trouble was that it worked, and I tugged at the ends of my charcoal jacket, aggravated that I had let him into my safe space. I pick these clothes on purpose, asshole, I said to myself. I would never say that out loud though. No, that would lead to him asking “why?” and I wasn’t prepared to answer that question. That was nobody’s business.

      I shuffled some papers on my desk from behind the counter that separated my work area from the rest of the waiting area outside of Gabe’s office. With my index finger I pushed my glasses up from where they had slid down the bridge of my nose. I didn’t particularly like wearing them, they were uncomfortable and contributed zero percent to correcting my already perfect vision. They were still necessary though, so I continued to put them on every day, and continued to push them back up when they slid down my nose. After six years it was a practiced gesture.

      I stopped shuffling papers when a pair of hands appeared on the counter in front of me. I looked up in surprise to see Dino’s face much closer to my own than I had anticipated, probably because he had crossed his arms on the counter in front of me and had leaned over so he could look me in the eyes.

      “Hey babe, if you don’t think you’re up to it, I’m not going to pressure you. Just thought you might want to get out for once. It would do me a solid and give you a chance to do something besides feeding your cat and doing crossword puzzles or whatever it is you do in your free time.”

      Oh. Hell no. Those were fighting words. One – I did not even have a cat and two – there was nothing wrong with a good crossword. It keeps the mind sharp and Dino could piss off with those generalizations. He didn’t know any more about me than I let him; that went for anyone else as well. Through the red haze of anger I managed to spit out through clenched teeth, “What time will you be picking me up?”

      It wasn’t until I saw the slow curl of his full lips and the quick flash of white teeth that I realized I’d been had.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was remembering that turn of events from the day before that had me staring at nothing in my kitchen, and thinking of Dino’s infuriatingly sexy mouth that had me forgetting about the coffeepot I had filling on the counter. If I were a normal person and filled it in the sink there wouldn’t have been an issue, but no I had to be extra and use a reverse osmosis filter that had a spout that came right out of the countertop.

      If I wasn’t so stuck remembering how Dino had taunted me into doing exactly what he wanted me to do I would have noticed the water creeping over the edge of the glass decanter and rolling silently down the sides. Nope. My mind was going over every detail of Dino’s caramel-colored eyes that seemed to look straight through me even as he was saying something insulting to spark my temper. It was the sound of water dripping down the cabinet door and onto the floor that brought my attention back to the present. And dammit if it wasn’t too late by then.

      This wasn’t a one towel cleanup either. It was embarrassing to admit I had been standing in my kitchen daydreaming about Dino as my coffeepot overflowed completely down one counter, behind the kitchen sink and down the adjacent counter as well. Crap. Double crap. It ended up being a four-towel cleanup, mostly because I was so scatterbrained I started cleaning up the water on the floor without turning off the faucet, so the water continued to rain down the cupboard doors as I tried sloppily sopping up the mess at my feet.

      Jesus Jeanette, get your shit together.

      Mooning after Dino would do me no good. That’s not the type of woman I am. I don’t moon. I was just irritated that I let him get one over on me that was all. If I could return the favor I could erase the whole thing from my memory. It pissed me off that he made fun of my clothes. I wore those frumpy pantsuits for a reason – I don’t like to stand out. I don’t want men to find me attractive. I don’t want to be the object of any man’s desire. Not ever again. That’s how I stayed safe for the last six years and that was how I would continue to stay safe in the future.

      Don’t bring attention to yourself. Stay focused. Stay hidden.

      Oh, but it irked me that he thought I didn’t know how to be fancy. That asshole, I would show him. I hesitated over the buttons when I started the text message. Angel was Gabe’s girlfriend and we had become associated through circumstance, but we hadn’t really gotten off on the right foot. I actually had accused her of being a gold-digging money bunny when we first met, but then some things happened, and I am pretty sure she forgives me now but we aren’t besties or anything.

      I don’t really have friends.

      I don’t make those kinds of connections because baggage can hold me back if I have to leave in a hurry. Friends can cause you to make decisions based on emotions, and well, I just don’t have the liberty of wearing chains that heavy anymore. But I could use her advice, she has much more of a bold personality than I do so she could help me pick out something suitably eye-catching for the auction. It had been almost ten years I had been on the run, and I’d moved across the country since then. It wouldn’t hurt to let the light shine on me for one night.

      Just one.

      Are you free to go shopping this afternoon? The response came almost before I was even finished typing the question.

      We have an appointment at The Castle Boutique at three. It’s about time you texted me. I was about to drive to your apartment, but I don’t know where you live. I’m dying to find you something to wear tomorrow night. Really make Doucho swallow his tongue!

      Well. Angel was certainly excited. I assumed Gabe had told her all about the conversation. I couldn’t blame him. Gabe hadn’t looked happy, but I had made the decision myself so he wouldn’t say much about it. Gabe knew some things about my past, but not all. He at least knew that I liked to keep a low profile. And that attention from men made me nervous. Damn Dino had pushed me into a corner though, and pride had dictated my actions. It also didn’t surprise me that Angel referred to him as Doucho. He’d had some fun at her expense a while back, and she hadn’t forgiven him. Considering he’d had told the bar manager where she sometimes sang that she had pissed her pants and that was why Angel ran out in the middle of a set instead of the real reason, I could see her point of view. She had been terrified for her life and trying to shake a kidnapper, who also happened to be Dino. It had been a huge misunderstanding, Dino had been looking out for Angel in the grand scheme of things and had actually helped save her life. The incontinence part though, completely unnecessary and completely Dino.

      I gave her my address and Angel picked me up at two thirty driving a flat black Escalade that I know did not belong to her. I watched her from my front window as she pulled up directly in front of my condo with one wheel up on the curb. It was not a legal parking space, so I hustled out of the house before she could get out of the car. Opening the passenger door, Janice Joplin wailed about Freedom being nothing left to lose before Angel turned down the volume and gave me a wicked grin.

      “Gabe know you have his ride?” It was a rhetorical question.  If Gabe didn’t want her to drive it, she wouldn’t be in it right now.

      “I got a thumbs down when I asked to take the Lexus,” she answered with another mischievous smile, “but he wouldn’t let me pick you up in my Jeep.” She ran her hands through her mop of curly blonde hair and shrugged. “He said there was no way I was taking you to The Castle in a Jeep I hadn’t bothered to wash the mud off. He’s right, I took Bev muddin’ last weekend and we tore it up. She’s a mess.” Angel laughed when she said it and I assumed she meant Bev was her Jeep. I’d heard about those Jeep people, their vehicles were family members. I decided not to ask and just slid into the passenger seat. Well, hiked my butt up and into the passenger seat. Angel wasn’t super tall, I wonder if she needed to jump to get into the driver’s seat?

      “Well whatever the case, I am really glad you are going with me. I haven’t been shopping for anything fancy in forever. I wouldn’t even know where to look.” It’s true, I’d come to Toledo with Gabe when he moved back home to take care of Anderson Investments when his dad passed away. That was less than two years ago, and I still didn’t know enough about the place to know where all the places to shop were.

      “Oh that isn’t even the best part,” Angel’s eyes sparkled with conspiratorial glee as she whipped out a little square of black plastic from a wristlet on the seat next to her. “I have one of Gabe’s credit cards.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t! I have my own money I don’t need that.” And it was true. I definitely had my own money, and I certainly couldn’t expect my boss, and Angel’s boyfriend no less, to buy me a cocktail dress.

      “You can and you will. Oh please, let Gabe do this.” Angel was openly laughing now, and I can only imagine the conversation that took place where she ended up with Gabe’s card. “He wants this so bad. Gabe told me how Dino pushed your buttons, and the mess he was talking about your clothes, ugh!” Angel banged her hand on the steering wheel in agitation. “I’m serious, these words are straight from his mouth: “Tell her to get a dress that will make him swallow his tongue, and then maybe he won’t be so quick to talk shit.” You have to do it, Jeanette, it’s practically an executive order.”

      I had to give in after that. It didn’t hurt that I knew Gabe was loaded and a cocktail dress for me wouldn’t be a raindrop in the bucket of his wealth. Gabe was a rich guy, living like a rich guy does. If he wanted to buy me a dress just to get one over on Dino, who was I to stop him? Angel looked like she was on a mission as she parked the Escalade, crookedly, in what I was pretty sure was another illegal parking spot. She practically grabbed my hand and ran for the door. “Oh my God this is going to be so much fun,” she shouted right before she swung the door opened and barreled inside, creating a tidal wave of noise, boobs and curly blonde hair. Angel was a bombshell, and she turned heads wherever she went. She didn’t seem to notice though, which I thought was hysterical considering Gabe practically salivated whenever she was in the room.

      This boutique was not the type of place a person makes noise in. Everything about the interior was subdued and covered from ceiling to floor in white and cream tones. From the plush carpeting that hid the muffled sounds of every footstep, to the overly-padded furniture that I was kind of afraid to sit in lest I leave some stain behind that shouted, “She doesn’t belong here!” My feelings of discomfort grew as Angel noisily made her way to the service desk located directly in front of the doors, almost like a security checkpoint stationed to keep out the riff-raff.

      It was amazing how fast the pinch-faced attendant working that desk changed his tune when Angel flashed that black card and told him we had an appointment. I almost laughed when I heard she reserved our time under Gabe’s name. Angel wasn’t a dummy, she knew how to get things done. Three minutes of waiting tops and we were led back to a private room where I was measured, and a long rack of flowing gowns was wheeled into the room. The low lighting flashed across a myriad of sequins and colors, making the dresses look more like jewels than articles of clothing. I was dazzled. I had never been in such a position in my life.

      Drew, the overly attentive associate assigned to help us, kept trying to help me out of my clothes until Angel shooed him from the room. I wasn’t concerned about my virtue, he was just really annoying. He finally left us alone, pouting as Angel all but slammed the dressing room door in his face.

      “With your darker coloring we could go in any direction we wanted to,” Angel said thoughtfully, flexing her fingers as she approached the racks of dresses that had been pulled out specifically in my size. “We need something that is going to knock him to his knees though. We need something with punch.”

      “I’m not interested in Dino that way.”

      Lie.

      If I was a different person in another lifetime I would be a puddle at Dino’s feet and probably another notch on his already overly-punched belt but that wasn’t my luxury. I was a woman on the run who had finally found a home. The only way to keep my safe place and maintain my anonymity was to keep to myself. Blend in with the background.

      Except this once. Just this once. “Okay,” Angel drawled out, showing just how much she didn’t believe what I had said. “It doesn’t matter though, you don’t need to be interested in Dino. This is his punishment for underestimating you.”

      And he had underestimated me. I don’t know what makes Dino act the way he does, or say the things he says, but Angel’s words ignited a fire of self-indignation that burned in my belly. It wouldn’t hurt to put a little effort into this. It wouldn’t hurt to shine just for one night.

      Just once.

      Then I would go back to the safety of my new name and new life. Gabe Anderson’s dowdy and boring assistant. It was an okay life, after all, I had designed it myself.

      An hour later and I was about ready to throw in the towel. Shopping for dresses with Angel was exhausting, and my flagging level of energy was completely at odds with Angel’s seemingly never-ending supply. She was so exuberant about everything, gathering steam the further we went down the racks in complete opposition to my need to be doing anything else. We started with little black dresses, something sophisticated and simple. What we ended up with was a slinky black dress with too little fabric that had a neckline cut down to my belly button. There was no way I could be comfortable in a dress like that. Angel sighed wistfully.

      “I wish I could rock a dress like that. My boobs are so big they would be playing peek-a-boo between the two of them, playing tag to decide which one would be the first to make a nip slip.”

      I actually did know what that was like. I desperately wanted to tell Angel that I too, was a victim of huge boobs when I was younger. When I had gone on the run though, I had surgery to make them smaller. I did a lot of things to make myself look like a different person. I couldn’t say that to her though, and the realization that I was such a liar made me feel small and dirty.

      “You have a perfect pin-up body with big boobs and wide hips. Regardless, this dress is a solid no for me.”

      We went on like that for another fifteen minutes, trying on dress after dress that received a veto from either Angel or myself, sometimes both. Then she grabbed something from the end of one of the racks that I never would have chosen. It didn’t look like much at all, and the colors didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but it was different enough from the other dresses I had tried on that I gave it a chance.

      It fell in silken waves over my body as I slid the simple halter style garment over my head, letting the weight of it brush casually against my ankles. It was the perfect length at any rate. A light cream-colored base with an intricate design running throughout similar to a snakeskin pattern. A light scaling that changed into deep teal, green and blue as it made its way up the front of the gown. It was light and airy, clinging in all the right places, the neckline lightly plunging while the tops of my breasts swelled gently on display. After trying on all of the heavily beaded gowns for the last hour, I felt like I was wearing nothing, a perfect fit. I looked in the full-length mirror, Angel hadn’t said anything yet and I didn’t have words for the stunning reflection that stared back at me. I turned slightly, getting a glimpse of my back in the three-way mirror. The dress was completely open in the rear, the top just skimming my lower back.

      “I won’t be able to wear a bra with this,” I said under my breath, for all intents and purposes already making my mind up about the garment.

      “That’s what they make nipple stickers for,” Angel murmured, stepping close to me until I could see both of our reflections in the large mirror. “Take down your hair, and do you need the glasses?”

      I didn’t need the glasses at all, in fact, but I knew what she was asking. Could I see without them? Could I make it through an evening without wearing them? Sure. I removed the frames from my face but instead of placing them in her outstretched hand I placed them on the small table to the right of me. It was best that I didn’t give her an opportunity to realize that they weren’t any kind of prescription and just for show. Gabe knew, but I was willing to assume that he didn’t tell Angel everything he knew about me. That was our trust. Someday if I felt comfortable enough I might tell Angel a bit about myself, but we weren’t there yet.

      After removing my glasses, I reached up to the top of my head and pulled at the six pins and three elastic bands that held my bun in place. I watched Angel’s jaw drop as I unwound my hair, slowly so it didn’t tangle, and then let the soft reddish-brown waves float around my shoulders and down my back. Yeah. I knew what it looked like. I had a lot of hair. I mean a lot of hair. It was my vanity. The one thing I kept of my former self even though I pulled it up and away from my face most of the time. My long hair was the one thing I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of even though the texture changed.

      The woman in the mirror took my breath away. This dress. This was it. I would shine in this dress and make Dino unable to say one shitty word about the way I presented myself. I would be an exotic queen in this gown that fit me like it was custom-made. There was not a single alteration required. It was stunning.

      “Take it off.” I looked at Angel in confusion. Did she not like it? I had fallen in love with it, but was there something she noticed that wasn’t right?

      “Take it off,” she said again, “that’s the one you are getting.”

      I sighed with relief that was all too short-lived. I was ready to be done with the whole affair, but Angel had other plans.

      “Now we pick out shoes!”

      Oh God, someone needs to take out her batteries.

      I muffled a yawn that sounded more like a groan from behind my hand and slowly started getting dressed. I was desperate to sit down, yet Angel showed no signs of slowing. This not date with Dino had better be worth it, I thought to myself.

      I was skeptical.
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      I should have felt like an asshole for pushing Jeanette, but I didn’t. I know what she thought of me, that I was a skirt-chasing derelict who did whatever I wanted whenever I wanted. That I worked for the highest bidder and had no morals. That was okay, I allowed her to think that. I’ve played so many different parts for so many different jobs I really don’t remember what I’m like anymore. But it’s okay. One thing she is right about, though. I do what I want.

      It’s why I left my job with the FBI. I don’t like to be bossed around, and some shit back home needed my attention. Try to tell me I can't ‘get involved’ and have to play by the rules? Fuck those guys and their rules. They didn’t expect me to walk, but I have too much information stored in my brain for them to fight too hard to keep me under wraps. I gave them a lot of good years and gave my higher-ups a shit ton of accolades, but there is always another eager rookie looking to play at being undercover. Let them train a new guy to take my place, I have family business to take care of.

      I know Jeanette looks down on me for working for Chaz Malone. I’m also aware that she has her own sordid past she is trying to hide. What kind of past? I don’t know. Gabe knows, but that asshole wouldn’t say shit to me when I asked except to tell me to stay away from her. That was over six years ago. I know it was never romantic with them. Gabe treats her extremely gently, more like a brother than anything. Whatever it was that happened to her, Gabe was fiercely protective, so I let it go. For a while.

      But then they moved to Toledo, Ohio. I never knew that was where Gabe was from too. I didn’t grow up there, but I spent a lot of time in the Glass City when I was younger. Family reasons. Toledo was once called the glass capital of the world due to the boom in the glass manufacturing industry and is still called the Glass City. I always thought things made of glass were weak, but Toledo was a city that was tough as nails. When Gabe moved back to T-Town after the death of his father, Jeanette went with him without question. That seemed kind of weird to me, but if he was some kind of protector then it made a little sense. Little Jeanette who hid behind her glasses and ugly pantsuits had something to hide. A lot of people had things to hide and I shouldn’t pick. Normally I had no problem minding my own business, so why couldn’t I leave her alone?

      I’d thought I would pick her up for the auction and she would try to spite me with another frumpy outfit. She loved getting under my skin almost as much as I liked picking at her, so I was prepared for her to try to make me as miserable as possible. I didn’t mind. I really did need a date that wouldn’t fight for my attention and let me work.

      I was not fucking prepared at all.

      When the GPS guided me to her condo and I parked the car, she came out of her front door without waiting for me to knock and for a moment I considered calling the entire evening off. There was no way I was going to be able to concentrate on work tonight. She was a goddamn sparkling vision and I was going to have to spend my evening threatening everyone that even tried to look at her.

      She didn’t say a word as I walked up the short sidewalk that led to her front door, just stood there eyeing me warily, waiting for some shitty comment to come out of my mouth, I was sure.

      “You win,” I said to her, noticing that my voice was much lower than I meant it to be.

      “Win what?” Her eyes widened slightly, a slight flaring of her nostrils the only indication that I affected her at all. She knew what I meant.

      “Whatever game we are playing right now. You win.” I didn’t say anything else. I didn’t have the words to express what the sight of her was doing to me.

      “I’m not playing any games with you, Dino.” She sniffed, and just like that, the small window of vulnerability was gone, and I was on the outside again, holding my arm out for her stupidly as she brushed past me and started walking to the car.

      “Damn, Jeanette, will you let me be a gentleman?” I had to jog to catch up to her. She walked entirely too fast in what had to be almost five-inch heels.

      “I wouldn’t want you to strain yourself, Dino,” she said smartly, but she did at least wait at the passenger door so I could open it for her. Oh, she was as feisty as ever. I would have to be on my toes tonight or she was going to have me eating out of her hand. Any other time I might have been happy to oblige, but I really did need to work tonight. I slid into the driver’s seat of my black BMW and paused to look at her before turning the key in the ignition.

      “Can you work with me here, Jeanette? I really need you to act like you like me for the evening. I really am trying to work, I wasn’t kidding when I told you that.”

      “I don’t dislike you, Dino,” she said, but the quirking of her lips belied that statement.

      “Yeah all right, Fancy. You don’t necessarily like me either. But you said you would be my date tonight, so I need to you to pretend you do.” I grinned at her in the fading light of the interior of the car. “Let’s practice. Can you give me a compliment? Come on, say something nice.” I could see her gears turning and I held my breath, waiting for her scalding comeback.

      “Dino, you don’t need me to tell you that you are devastatingly good looking because it is quite clear that you already know that. If I were to say anything to the contrary you would know I was lying, and what would be the point in that? What I can say is this, I always thought your eyes were brown, a caramel color even, but somehow with the light of the setting sun streaming in through the windshield they have turned an amazing shade of gold. It’s quite striking really.”

      She looked embarrassed that the words had come out of her mouth and immediately turned her head to look at something imaginary out of the passenger window. What was that fucking honest compliment that just came out of her mouth? It made my heart hammer in my chest and my hand shake as I reached for the gear shift to pull out of the parking spot. I hadn’t had that kind of surprise physical reaction to a woman since I was a teenager and I resisted the urge to cross my legs and hide just how I felt about her comment. I was a grown ass man who was getting a boner because Jeanette Clary said something nice about my eyes.

      Jesus. Fuck.

      She was the first to break the silence as I pulled onto the road and towards the highway that would take us downtown. “So what’s the auction tonight? A few things are going on tonight, but I wasn’t aware of any charity event.”

      "Yeah, well okay. I maybe was intentionally vague about that. It isn't a charity auction per say."

      "Dino." It was only my name, but I caught the accusation all the same.

      "Oh, it is still an auction, Jeanette, I didn't straight up lie to you or anything. It's just not necessarily a charity event. It's an event where people who are desperate to make some quick cash auction off their prized possessions. It may be polished and dressed up nice, but we'll call it what it is. High-class pawn."

      Out of the corner of my eye I could see her twisting her hands in her lap. Dammit, I didn't want to stress her out. Weird that it never occurred to me that she wouldn't want to go to a sketchy auction with a bunch of strangers.

      "Are you a good guy or a bad guy tonight, Dino?" she asked softly, but I heard her words as if they were spoken directly into my ears.

      "Let's just say I'm doing double duty tonight, babe. Don't worry though," I told her as I maneuvered through downtown traffic and pulled up in front of the Levis Hotel. "It's totally legal." Mostly.

      I hurried to get out of the car and get to Jeanette's door before the over-eager valet attendant could snatch at the door handle. I wasn't giving her the chance to stomp into this event ahead of me, like she had stomped to the car when I had picked her up. She was walking into the event center on my arm. If I didn’t make a claim on her fast and in a hurry,  she was going to be getting eye-fucked by the rabble all night. I was going to be eye stabbing those ogling motherfuckers all night as it was. I half-wished she was still wearing one of her ugly as sin work outfits. For reasons I didn't particularly want to dissect I just didn't want anyone knowing her charms, like maybe she dressed like that just for me. I was vaguely aware that it was a caveman thing to think, but I was inside my own head so it was okay. Outwardly I could pretend to be much more of a gentleman.

      "I don't know what I am supposed to do about you tonight," I murmured, mostly to myself. "Walking into this place with a bunch of hungry wealthy men and you looking like a five-course dinner." Her gasp was quick and angry, I could tell she couldn't decide whether to be flattered or insulted.

      "To be honest, Dino, I hadn't given a thought about what anyone was going to think about how I looked besides you." She hadn't meant to say that, I could tell by the red stain cascading down the side of her neck in my peripheral vision.

      We paused in the doorway so I could hand my invitation to the door attendant, and I took the opportunity to lean down and whisper in her ear, "I knew it. I knew you were messing with me. Well, I told you before, you win. Holy shit do you win."

      She froze for a second, probably because I was so close to her face that my breath tickled her ear, but then she gained her composure again.

      "Angel helped."

      "I bet she did," I said with a laugh.

      "Gabe paid for it. Said it was an executive order."

      I don't know why Gabe paying for her dress rubbed me the wrong way, but it did.

      "So, everyone was in on the joke then?" I tried not to sound pissed and I think I almost succeeded.

      "You deserve it, Dino. You talked to me like I was some poor little church mouse that you were doing a huge favor for by extending such a gracious invitation. It was bad enough that you talked down to me, but you said that stuff in front of my boss. What do you think of me, Dino? That you would be so disrespectful? Do you think you are better than me? You really hurt my feelings."

      She meant every word she said and each one sank into me like a knife wound. I hadn't thought of it at the time, I was just messing around with her like I normally did but having the words repeated to me made me feel like a complete dick. Man, I was a real asshole.

      "I apologize, Jeanette, that wasn’t my intention. I am sorry I made you feel that way, but if it rectifies the situation at all, please know that I am eating my fucking words right now. Woman, you are stunning, and I am humbled to be able to walk through these doors with you." The last part ended with a growl as I made angry eyes at someone to Jeanette's right that was blatantly looking her up and down like she was food.

      She dared to look pleased by my admission. "As long as you understand."

      Oh, Jeanette, I do understand. We are going to have so much fun tonight.
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* * *

      What a miserable fucking evening.

      We hadn't made it to a table before I found a familiar pair of eyes looking at me from across the room. An angry pair of eyes that narrowed when they locked on me. I gritted my teeth as the woman they belonged to made a beeline towards Jeanette and me, and I braced myself for the acidic words that were about to fly out of her mouth.

      I didn't even have time to warn Jeanette, and I don't even know what warning I could have given had I had the time anyway.

      "What the hell are you doing here?" the brunette hissed under her breath but the hand she grabbed me with was firm, fingernails digging into my arm through the fabric of my suit jacket. I couldn't shake her off without causing a scene. To her credit, aside from a stiffening of her shoulders, Jeanette showed no outward reaction to the hellcat that has just come upon us.

      "You've got a lot of nerve showing your face around here, Dino," she continued, and even though I wanted to shake the woman off and continue on like I hadn't seen her I had no choice but to let her keep going. Take it like a man or cause a scene and blow my cover. It wasn't even a choice.

      "You look lovely tonight, Vanessa," I said smoothly, warning with my eyes to calm herself before she made things difficult.

      "Shut up, stupid. What on earth made you think you could show your face tonight?"

      "I'm working." Please let it go, I pleaded silently, even though I knew she wouldn't. I have known Vanessa Affini for the entirety of her twenty-seven years on this earth. If there is one thing I know about her, it is that she will not, under any circumstances, let it go. No matter what it happened to be.

      "Some of us harder than others," she murmured under her breath, but I heard her. Her words stung but I couldn't say a thing back to her. I couldn't defend myself. I couldn't plead my case. She was right. I could have let it go, but then she turned her sights on Jeanette, who had been standing silently by my side for the entire interaction with a look of bored disinterest on her face.

      "Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?" The emphasis she placed on the word friend was not lost on me, nor was it lost on Jeanette by the way one slim eyebrow arched up in question. Vanessa was a couple of different flavors of bitchy on her best day, but I could tell from the look on her face that she was really getting ready to lay into Jeanette. I couldn't let that happen. Vanessa could be mad at me, and she should be, by all accounts, but Jeanette didn't deserve her spite and I wasn't going to allow it.

      "Or does it even matter?" she continued, mouth twisted in a cruel bastardization of a smile. "The faces and the names change so frequently, how do you keep them straight, Dino?"

      This time I knew the minute the insult registered by the sharp intake of breath and the tightening of the corners of Jeanette's mouth.

      Goddamnit.

      "That's enough, Vanessa. You are angry at me, you don't get to be a bitch to Jeanette. She is much too good to put up with your bullshit." Dumbstruck that I even said such a thing, because when would I have ever, Vanessa was silent for a moment. Jeanette, however, was not placated by my chivalrous words.

      "Why don't I just leave you two alone? I can see you have some...issues to address. I'll be at the bar, D," she said, and whether or not she used Gabe's nickname for me on purpose or accident I wouldn't know, but it made me feel slightly closer to her at that moment. "Let me know when you are done with your domestic dispute." I flinched inwardly but could only let my face remain impassive as she looked Vanessa up and down, then turned and sauntered away. Smooth Dino was unaffected. The Dino inside my head was clawing at my skull, desperate to get out and explain to Jeanette that it wasn't what she thought. Whatever she thought, it wasn't true.

      "Do you feel good about that, Vanessa?" I couldn't even think of the proper words to say, I could only bite back the angry ones that wanted to come out. To lash out at Vanessa for giving Jeanette the wrong idea about us.

      "I don't feel good about anything anymore, brother," Vanessa said tiredly, and not for the first time I noticed the dark shadows under my sister's eyes. We didn't look alike at all, mostly because we looked like our mothers and not a thing like the father we shared. Our coloring was similar though. We both had dark hair and eyes, with olive complexions, but that was where the similarities ended. Vanessa was average height and willowy, I was taller than anyone else in the family and had the tendency to hang on to bulk. It's why I worked out as much as I did, better the bulk being muscle than a spare tire. I had to work very hard to stay lean, Vanessa was just born that way I guess.

      I moved a little closer to Vanessa. To onlookers it might have looked like an intimate gesture, but in reality, I just wanted to speak to her without being overheard by anyone. "I told you, I'm trying to help in my own way. I just need you to trust me, and you can start by not alienating me from one of the only two closest things to friends I am allowed to have in my line of work, okay?"

      "She important to you?" Vanessa wasn't a smartass this time, she was genuinely puzzled. I guess I understood why. The only self I showed even my family was the same self I showed everyone else. Probably because the only time I ever came around was when I was on the job. It had been a few years since I had been home, and the first time my sister saw me was when I showed up at the family restaurant under the guise of a hustler, there to cause trouble in the name of Chaz. It hurt, but it was a pain of my own making. If Chaz Malone knew that Vanessa Affini was my freaking half-sister my cover would be blown wide open and I would be back at square one. Or dead. I was so close to figuring out why he was targeting the family restaurant. It had to be something bigger than hustling protection money. Until I could figure it out, I was going to continue to play the part of Dino, the part-time wise guy, no matter how I hated it. That brought me back to Vanessa's question. Was Jeanette important to me? I barely knew her, and she sure as hell didn't know me but I couldn't ignore that gnawing in my gut that started acting up at the thought of Jeanette Clary thinking poorly of me. Was she important? Who knows?

      "She's useful. And she's nice," I amended, because even if every word that came out of my mouth was a lie, they still got stuck in my throat over talking shit about Jeanette. "She is Gabe Anderson's PA and we've worked together in the past. Nothing heavy, but she's pretty smart. She's good people."

      Vanessa turned her gaze to Jeanette who was across the room with her back to us. The look in her eyes could almost be called respect. "She works for Gabe? What the hell is she doing with you? You aren't dating her, are you?"

      "I don't date."

      "Yeah, well, you know what I mean." Of course, I knew what she meant.

      "I'm not sleeping with her either."

      Vanessa actually cracked a smile. "She out of your league, Dino?" I'm glad she called me by my name, I would have to correct her if she accidentally called me brother again.

      "Something like that." Absolutely. I leaned in closer to whisper in her ear, "I'm supposed to be putting the moves on you. Whatever Chaz's obsession with the restaurant is, he is not above getting his hands on things by any means necessary. I'm still trying to avoid the question of why I haven't slept with you yet. It's the best I can do to be one of the guys on duty when he sends boys over to the restaurant. Vanessa, I am doing the best I can right now, truly. I need you to cut me some damn slack."

      I pulled back in time to see the look of sheer horror on her face at the mention of sleeping together. I totally understood. Just saying it out loud was enough to turn my stomach. I was a good actor, and I could play a lot of parts, but there weren't enough acting lessons in the world to prepare me to fake a sexual interest in my sister.

      "How's Nonna?" I almost didn't get the words out. Nonna was the most important woman in the world to me, and it killed me to have to be on the outside when things were so difficult for her. I would choke Chaz Malone to death with my bare hands before I let him get his hands on my Nonna's restaurant. I may have been the illegitimate firstborn son, but a man's Nonna is his Nonna no matter what, and just because my dickhead father didn't want to marry my ma, didn't mean my grandmother treated me any different. I would paint the earth red in our enemy's blood to protect my Nonna. And fuck Chaz Malone for testing that.

      "She's hanging on, but the stress is wearing her down." The heat was gone from Vanessa's words, and for a moment we were just a brother and sister, both worried about our grandmother. "You know her though, she puts on a strong front."

      I did know, and it only made me more concerned for the health of my elderly grandmother as she tried to stand up against a criminal hell bent on taking something she built from the ground up with my late grandfather.

      "I'm working on it, Vanessa," I said as I started walking back towards Jeanette, who seemed to be in a conversation with someone I had never seen before.

      "Work faster."

      I heard my sister’s mumbled words, but outwardly I gave no indication they had reached me. Inside I could be big brother Dino, but outwardly, this Dino that I was playing today didn't give a shit.
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      Now that was the type of girl I could see Dino spending time with. Raven black hair that fell in clouds around her shoulders and curled down to her waist in the back. Snapping black eyes and curves for days – I don’t know what he did to piss her off, but I could guess, and I really didn’t want to be around to hear while she reamed his ass about it. I had no illusions about my relationship with Dino, but it still stung a bit to have an angry ex-conquest standing right in front of me. I didn't have an interest in him anyway, not beyond a basic curiosity, so I don't know why it made me feel good to have him stand up for me the way that he did. It had probably just been too long since I had gotten laid, that's what it was.  It was just that I was not the kind of person who could just go and have casual sex with someone, and I certainly wasn't in any position to be dating anyone, so that left me with several years of sexual drought that I tried not to let turn into a chip on my shoulder. It could have been part of the reason why I was so salty with Dino all the time though. It wasn't fair that he got to be so flagrant with his women, while I pretty much lived the hermit life.

      Who was I kidding? I didn't get to be a bitter bitch, this was a life I chose.

      In my hurry to get away from what looked to be a rip-roaring lover's spat I went to the only place a person goes into a room full of people they don't know – the bar. I don't drink though, so I didn't even know what I was going to order when I got up there. But I stood in the winding line anyway, sandwiched in front of and behind a myriad of other people in the same predicament. I don't have a problem with alcohol, as a matter of fact, I love a good strong margarita, straight up, no salt on the rim. But alcohol clouds judgment, and I had to be careful at all times, at least when I was out. I was just getting to the point where I could relax and have a glass of wine or two in my apartment, but out in public, no way. I couldn't surrender control of myself like that to another person. Not anymore. Not after what I had been through.

      I had just made the snap decision to order a diet soda, about as plain and boring as a person can get, when I felt a hand on my arm. I was caught off guard when I turned and came nose to nose with a vaguely familiar face.

      "Gabriella? Are you kidding me? It's really you isn't it?"

      Terror. That was what I felt. Absolute terror.

      Calm breaths. Face of stone. No one sees your fear.

      "I'm sorry, you must have me confused with someone else. That's not my name, I don't know you," I said it as gently as I could while extricating my arm from his. Keep your face blank. No recognition. No expression. No fear. Thank God it was just a guy from the precinct. It wasn't David or any of David's closest friends. I could get out of this. I could. I had seen this man before, but I didn't know him, and it had been years, surgery and about fifty pounds since then even. Gabriella doesn't exist anymore, and Jeanette doesn't know this man. I could still save myself.

      I gave him a confused look, like I was tolerating the babbling of a crazy person, and he seemed to understand and took his hand from my arm. "I'm sorry, I mistook you for someone else. I don't know why I thought you would be her, I don't know what I was thinking." He paused to stare at me hard again. I wanted to crawl out of my skin under his scrutiny, and it took every ounce of self-control I had to stay in character. "But man, you sure do look a lot like her, well like half of her anyway," and then he laughed, turned to leave and ran face first into Dino's chest.

      Dino, who was a full two heads taller than the guy who had stopped me just stood there, unmoving, a slightly amused look on his handsome face. "What's going on? Anything I can help with?"

      I was frozen. Couldn't speak. I couldn't even take a breath or the careful mask of the persona I had created for myself would shatter and I would be exposed. I had already said I wasn't this person he thought I was, why wouldn't the man just leave?

      "I'm afraid I disturbed this beautiful young lady thinking she was someone else. I'm really sorry about that, but it's probably for the best. You really didn't want to be her." The eager looking young blonde man that had no business being halfway across the country from where I had seen him last looked Dino up and down, as men have a habit of doing when near one another, and then excused himself as he walked away.

      Dino didn't move, just looked at me silently as I stood there frozen, the people who had been behind me in the bar line simply moving around me when they figured out I had no intention of moving forward. What did he see, as he casually perused my face with those solemn brown eyes of his? What kind of picture did I paint, a woman playing dress up, wearing a name and a life that didn't belong to her? Could he see?  Could he see my truth? Why wasn't he talking? Why wasn't he saying anything?

      Dino seemed to have come to some sort of conclusion as he squared his shoulders and opened his mouth, "Jeanette..."

      "Dino, I have to go. I'm sorry, I have to go right now."

      And I left him standing there with no other explanation. It didn't matter what I would have said to him, because I could only tell him lies, and for some reason, I couldn't bring myself to say them. I would rather say nothing at all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Most people are scared of bad guys, but not me. Bad guys have their own skeletons in their closets, so they mind their damn business. It’s the good guys that I have learned to watch out for. Forget a hero, they had shit to prove.

      I fell in love with a good guy once. The kind that wears a shiny gold badge and looks smoking hot in that blue uniform. The town hero, the one whose name brought a smile to everyone’s face when they heard it. “David Ashley,” they would say, “he’s good people.”

      Yeah, good people. I thought so too. A girl raised in the foster system without a family, I fell hard for that good guy that paid attention to me. Me, Gabriella Hensley, working two jobs and living in a shitty studio apartment so I could get my degree, and be something other than a system statistic. I almost married that asshole too, he was the perfect man – until he wasn’t.

      David Ashley was the type of guy who really cared about appearances.  Not just what he looked like, but what other people thought of him. He had big plans for his life, or what he would call our life. He had the golden boy looks, fit body, square jaw, and really took care of his physique. “It is important as a police officer," he had said, “to be in top physical condition at all times.” He was in very good shape, and very strong. I knew this from experience.

      When we were first dating it was bliss. He wanted to take care of me, he said, but I was adamant about finishing school. I didn’t want to rely on anyone else to achieve my goals, but he was sweet to me, and seemed to need me, so I moved in with him.

      It was like reading a Disney fairy tale story and then finding out that I was getting the Hans Christian Anderson ending. My romantic movie relationship turned into a nightmare. At first it was just getting me to quit my second job. That wasn’t a huge deal. Between school and my full-time job as an administrative assistant for a property management company I was busy as it was. He wanted to be able to spend more time with me, and with his schedule changing on a whim at the force something needed to give. It was a small sacrifice, right? To be able to spend more time together?

      I didn’t have to afford the apartment on my own anymore, I moved into David’s small house and we got a joint bank account. I made less money than David did so we didn’t exactly split things fifty-fifty, but that was okay. My paychecks were direct deposited into the joint account and David took care of all the bills. I was free to focus on studying and getting my degree in accounting. I was good with numbers, and even though David wasn’t really interested in my goals for the future, I actually enjoyed what I did.

      “I don’t need you to be a rocket scientist, Gabriella. I just need you to be my girl.” Looking back now, those words sounded ominous as shit, but I was young and in love, and I thought he was just really devoted.

      Really, really devoted.

      Before I knew it, he had control of every aspect of my life, from my schedule, where I went, who I spoke to, and every dollar I made. I still didn’t get the kind of danger I was in, because he had never put his hands on me in anger before.

      Until he did.

      We had been living together for a full year before the violence started peeking out from behind his expressive blue eyes. Usually I went home for lunch every day, living fairly close to the office, I liked the break in the middle of the day. I liked coming home and having a meal in solitude before going back for the second half. One day though, our office decided to go out to lunch. There were only four of us, my boss Carol, our facilities manager Jones, my work bestie Amy, and myself. It was just a small group having a lunch meeting at the Mexican place down the street. Then we went back to the office, finished our work day, and at five o’clock we all went to our separate homes. I didn’t even have a lunch margarita. If I had known the shitstorm that was coming my way, I definitely would have had the margarita.

      He was sitting ramrod straight in one of the wooden chairs at the kitchen table, with the lights off. Scared the living shit out of me when I walked in the door. Sitting with his arms crossed, staring down the hallway at the front door, he never even blinked when I walked into the house. He was supposed to be at work – by the look of him I thought something terrible had happened. I thought that somebody had died.

      “Gabriella, why didn’t you come home for lunch?” The words dripped into icicles, his tone was so cold, but I still didn’t understand. I still didn’t get what was happening.

      “We had a work meeting. We had nachos and discussed past due rentals. It was really boring, but the food was good. You are never home when I come home for lunch, how did you even know? Is everything okay? What’s wrong?” His line of questioning was bothering me, if he needed to get ahold of me all he had to do was call my phone. I pretty much always had my cell phone on me.

      “Who all was there?” He continued with his questions, still sitting with his arms crossed in front of him. It was starting to feel like the third degree, and I still had no idea where he was going with this.

      “The office, I just said that. It was Carol, Jones, Amy and me. What is this about?”

      “Are you sleeping with him, is that what you are doing?” His expression didn’t change one bit, his eyes hard and mouth set in a grim line. “Are you fucking around on me? Don’t lie. I will know if you lie.”

      “Yes, David. I had incredibly loud sex with my sixty-five-year-old facilities manager. Right there on the table in the middle of the restaurant. I got refried beans in my crack and everything, we even got a standing ovation from the servers for effort and enthusiasm.”

      I’ve always had a mouth on me. I’ve always let it run away with me. I’ve never before had someone move so fast in response to anything I have ever said before though. David was away from the table and standing in front of me before I could blink, and I was already swallowing the coppery blood as it exploded from my split lip and into my mouth before I realized that he had open hand slapped me full force across the face.

      If it had been anyone else in the world I would have been able to move. I would have been able to defend myself somehow, I would have gotten away. But this was David. I loved him, and he loved me. What was even happening? I was frozen, completely unable to process the situation.

      “You just hit me. You actually hit me. You seriously think that I am screwing around, and you fucking put your hands on me. What the fuck is wrong with you?” I wasn’t screaming, I was actually whispering because his hands were pressing my shoulders into the wall and his face was entirely too close to mine for me to feel safe. Wide and electric blue, his eyes bore into mine –I didn’t recognize anything that I saw there.

      “Gabriella. Words have consequences. Actions have consequences.”  Crazy talk. That was what was coming out of his mouth. Crazy talk. “If you loved me, Gabriella, you wouldn’t lie. I love you so much. It’s really . . . painful.”

      What was painful was the way his fingers were digging into my shoulder blades. What was painful was the dull ache of my busted lip as it swelled from the blow. What was painful was knowing that the man I had lived with for a year, my Prince Charming, was really the evil wizard and I did not know how to wake up from this crazy, messed-up fairy tale.

      That had been the first time he had hit me. Just the first time. I had been so stunned that I didn't know what was happening. I didn't know how bad it could get, but I would learn. I would have plenty of time to find out just how twisted my fresh-faced prince could be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Dino

        

      

    

    
      She'd left me.

      She'd just walked out the door without an explanation at all and ditched me. I don't even know how she got home because I drove. She probably called an Uber or something. Normally I can't shake a woman they get so clingy. I have never had one abruptly cut me loose before and I didn't know how to feel about it.

      Okay yes I did, I was curious as hell. There was nothing I could do about it though, I was still "on target," which was what Gabe and I used as a code phrase for "work shit." I really had come tonight for a reason, and having my date dump me at the beginning of the evening didn’t change that, I still had a job to do. My job tonight was to take notes on what was being auctioned off, who it belonged to, and who purchased the goods. It was a total recon mission and honestly pretty smart. Chaz Malone liked to keep his fingers on what current “needs” were. He liked to be the one to fulfill those needs, be it drugs, prostitution, stolen goods, whatever. He had his fingers in a lot of pies. It all boiled down to money. People who didn’t have money and needed it were willing to let go of things to get it. People who had a lot of money and wanted things, were willing to pay any price to obtain their goods. Chaz liked to be able to procure the goods, as well as receive the money. So tonight was research.

      I had not expected to see Vanessa here tonight but seeing her at this event made my stomach twitch. I know she didn’t have extra money to play around with, her whole life was working the restaurant with Nonna. That must mean something of hers was up for auction. I had come here tonight to be a quiet observer, just another couple in the crowd, drinking expensive mixed drinks and marveling at the goods for sale. Instead I got dumped for reasons unknown to me, and I was pretty sure I was going to be watching a family heirloom get auctioned off to the highest bidder.

      What kind of money trouble are you in? I asked the question silently, aiming it at Vanessa’s back as she sat at a table closer to the front of the room. She didn’t as much as twitch in response. I didn’t have long to wait, the first item up for bid sent me into a slow burn, the flames of rage turning my thoughts to ash until I was seconds away from blowing my cover.

      Nonna’s wedding set. A custom two-karat diamond solitaire with a diamond-speckled band that was made in Italy. The story passed down was that my grandfather worked three jobs for two years to buy that wedding set, and she was so fed up with him being too busy to spend time with her that she almost told him no when he asked her to marry him. It was a pear-shaped diamond, and the band was made to wrap around the stone, two rings that were definitely made to be worn with each other. I recognized them immediately. I knew them from the years of seeing them on the gnarled fingers of my Nonna, only ever being taken off when she was washing dishes. She would place them in a small wooden box next to the kitchen sink while she was scrubbing, then when she was finished her rings would go right back on her finger. There was no way they would make their way to an auction house without her permission. There was no way.

      And here I was, unable to express shock, unable to be angry, unable to even bid on the items myself. For what use did Dino the hired thug have for an antique wedding set – no matter how valuable? I couldn’t afford for Chaz to ask questions, especially if he knew to whom the items belonged. He had a real hard-on for causing trouble for the restaurant specifically, I didn’t need him looking into why I felt the need to spend an exorbitant amount of money on something they were selling.

      But fuck me if it didn’t tear my guts out to watch Nonna’s wedding rings go to some bored rich collector for $25,000. I could tell by the way Vanessa sat rigid in her chair, shoulders in such a straight line they could have been used as a level to hang a picture frame. Deceptively unmoving, I could read the tension between her shoulder blades and as the auctioneer called out “sold” after the last bid was accepted, I saw the slight dip as she bowed her head. She may have been crying, but I wouldn’t know. She didn’t turn around and I couldn’t spare enough time to get any closer to her than I already had. What I could do was pay careful attention to who had bought those rings. To commit their name and face to memory. So that when I was done with this shit fuck job I had taken upon myself to complete, I would get those rings back. Even if I had to sell my soul to the highest bidder to get it.  After all, that was pretty much what I was doing now.

      I left after the last item was claimed. The rest of the night was boring and there was no need for me to stick around for the mingling and small talk. I didn’t give a shit about these people and I couldn’t get caught talking to Vanessa again unless I wanted to make good on Chaz’s plans and act like I was trying to pick her up. Which not only made me gag internally because she was my sister but made me remember the woman I had actually brought to the event.

      Jeanette.

      What is her deal?

      Normally acting like nothing ruffled her feathers and working for Gabe who used to essentially be a mercenary secret agent she’d probably seen a shit ton, she sure had her feathers ruffled tonight. And by some pasty-faced kid barely out of college who spooked her by thinking she was someone else? It didn’t make any sense, and even though I couldn’t put my finger on why it bothered me, I was riddled with curiosity over why pretty little buttoned-up Jeanette Clary had gotten the shit scared out of her that she had to ditch me a party that I invited her to.

      On the drive back to the shit stack hotel I was staying at on the East side of town I found Jeanette’s number in my cell phone and hit “call.” It was no surprise when she didn’t answer. Not because I thought she would ignore me, but because I had any number of different phones with different phone numbers that I was using at any given time. I didn’t bother leaving a message when her voicemail picked up but hung up and called the next best thing.

      Gabe answered on the third ring.

      “What?”

      “Is that how you answer the phone, man? Aren’t you a professional?” Granted it was ten o’clock at night on a Friday but still, I could have been anyone.

      “It’s how I answer the phone when it’s you. I have every number you have ever called me from saved under your name. There are like fifteen of them in there right now but they all show up Dino, so I say unto you again – what?”

      Damn. Gabe was not messing around. He was a little younger than me, but he was very smart, even for a spoiled rich boy. I’d worked with him on a few projects when I was still a Federal employee, and even one after. I trusted him with most things, and even if I couldn’t trust him with my current job, I could at least ask him a few questions about Jeanette.

      “What can you tell me about Jeanette?”

      “Not a damn thing she doesn’t want you to know, why are you asking?”

      “She ditched me at the event tonight and wouldn’t tell me why. She straight ghosted me, man. Looked pretty spooked but hell if I know what caused it. Has she called you tonight?”

      There was silence on the other end of the phone, and I heard a squeaking like a front door opening and closing again. The footsteps pounding the stairs told me where Gabe was at – Angel’s apartment. For one, Gabe was too wealthy to have a squeaky front door, and two he didn’t have any stairs outside of a door. He must have been staying at Angel’s place, which was weird because she had been spending a lot of time at his huge house out in the woods from what I understood. But then again, what did I know?

      I heard some more footsteps and it sounded like he was on concrete when I heard Gabe’s voice again. “Sorry,” Gabe said as he spoke into the receiver, “I had to go outside. I didn’t want to interrupt Angel. She’s been on a three-day writing binge and she needs to be in her apartment to do it. I stopped by to see her, but when she’s writing I’m not allowed to talk or move or breathe. It interrupts her flow. Tell me what happened and don’t leave anything out.”

      So I told him everything I knew. Excluding of course, my sister, the reason I was there and the part about Jeanette noticing the changing color of my eyes. I would keep that part to myself thank you. So essentially, I could only tell him that she was mistaken for someone else and it scared her so bad she had to leave, or maybe the leaving was another form of punishment for the shitty way I spoke to her at the office. Kind of like that dress.

      “And another thing,” I added as an afterthought, “That dress was a damn weapon. Did you help pick that out or did you just fund?” I didn’t say anything about how I wished I could take his credit card and shove it up his ass, or that I wanted to rip that dress right off of her as soon as I saw her.

      I might or might not have heard muffled laughter on the other end of the line, before he replied, “You can thank Angel for that one. She has been pretty irritated with you as well since you told Jesse at Nasta’s that she had a bladder problem.”

      “It was the first excuse I could think of to explain her running out on a set, and I saved her sorry side job, didn’t I?” Holy shit, she was never going to forgive me for that, was she?

      “I don’t know, man, I know firsthand how long Angel can hold on to a grudge. I’m not getting her mad at me again, you guys are going to need to work that out for yourselves.” There was a short pause, like maybe Gabe wasn’t going to say anything else but decided against it, then he spoke again. “About Jeanette…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why do you want to know about her?”

      What did he mean why? What did it matter?

      “Um, because she ditched me and looked like she saw a ghost. I’m a little worried about her, man.”

      “I’ll check on her but seriously, let it go. Jeanette is so much smarter than you or anyone else gives her credit for. I know a little bit about her situation, but there is stuff that she won’t even tell me and I’m not breaking that little bit of trust I have. Just know that she’s been through a lot, and she is the way she is because of it. She’s a strong woman though, she can take care of herself.”

      “I didn’t think she couldn’t, but I’ll tell you this, Gabe, you aren’t doing a very good job of warning me off her. You are making me want to dig.” I was so curious now I couldn’t stand it, this sounded like a mystery that I wanted to know the story behind. Too damned bad I had other priorities that demanded my attention. When I was done with my family shit though, I might enjoy peeling apart those layers Jeanette Clary hid under. With my bare hands.

      “Let me ask you something D,” Gabe continued with a sigh, like he was exercising infinite patience with me. Fuck him, I wasn’t a kid. “Why do you want to know? Like really, why is anything about Jeanette important to you? Because if you can’t answer that then just let it go. She’s not a toy, and she’s really not your business.”
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          Jeanette

        

      

    

    
      I love Gabe Anderson with something close to big brother hero worship most days. Other times, when he is bored and itching to get into something he has me about crawling out of my skin in irritation. He must have been really bored today because he wasn't staying in his office at all. It was only ten in the morning and he had pretty much given up the pretense of getting any work done and was sitting in a waiting room chair with his legs sprawled out, elbows resting on his thighs and his fingertips tented in front of his face. Gabe was a couple of years older than I was, but his maturity level was plummeting by the second.

      A bored Gabe usually meant an annoying Gabe.

      Gabriel Anderson was modern aristocracy, at least in the Glass City. His dad had run Anderson Investments for years, as had his dad before him. Gabe came home to take over the family empire after his father passed away over a year ago, but it really was just pretense. The firm has a very competent and trusted board of directors in charge, as well as a lot of very long-term employees and a laundry list of loyal clientele. Gabe was a rich figurehead without a purpose, and his job was pretty much to sit in the chair and sign some papers.

      It wasn't that Gabe wasn't competent, hell no, he was one of the smartest people I had ever met in my life. No, it's just that Gabe wasn't suited for a life behind a desk. As a matter of fact, his whole adult life had been spent shooting guns, rescuing damsels and foiling espionage plots across the world. Gabe Anderson was a real-life superhero – but family obligations brought all that to a halt. I had to give him credit for dropping everything and coming home when his dad passed. Hell, I dropped everything and came with him – but it was easier for me. I didn't have the attachments to my previous life that he had. After all, everything I could claim to be my life and backstory was completely made up. By me.

      And some of it by Gabe himself.

      That was why I would always work for Gabe as long as he would let me. As long as it was within my means I would work my hardest to pay back what he had done for me. I didn't think I could ever come close to that though, and after last night, I didn't think I would have the time any longer to try. I'd had a close call, and even though my disguise was pretty flawless in its simplicity, it was too close for comfort for me.

      I'd almost been made, in a place I never thought I would ever have been found.

      Guessing by Gabe's behavior, I could only assume that Dino had called him. Gabe wouldn't rat me out though, I knew he wouldn't. Especially since Gabe only knew part of my story. He only knew the part that started when he met me, and very little of what came before. He never pushed for more than I was willing to give, and that was why I trusted him more than anyone else in the world. Probably because I didn't trust anyone else as far as I could throw them. Angel was nice, and I really liked her, but would she still be my friend if she knew about my past? Would she still want to go on girl's dates and try on clothes if she knew I was on the run from a crazy person? That there was a whole community in upstate New York where I had been raised until adulthood that was convinced I was a crazy person?

      And Dino. Jesus, would Dino still look at me with humor in his toffee-colored eyes if he knew that I lied about every fucking thing in my entire life, down to the color of my hair, my body shape and my chest size, just so no one would know who I really was? He could look concerned for my well-being all he wanted, but everyone with a hero complex wants to help until they find out that the bad guy is another hero just like them. A smooth-talking, lying through his fucking teeth, scientifically certifiable psycho.

      Except for Gabe.

      Gabe helped me at my lowest and never tried to send me back. He never fell for the honeyed lies of the good old boy in blue, David Ashley, because I didn't give him that information. You see, Gabriella Hensley had a record.

      Jeanette Clary is as pure as the driven snow. Never even had a speeding ticket. Gabe knew that much at least, because he was the one who helped me, broken and bleeding and almost dying, to build that identity.

      So normally, I would go to my grave doing what I could to support Gabe Anderson, even moving closer to the East Coast than I ever wanted to be again in my life, because he was the reason I was still alive. Still free. Gabe Anderson helped me feel safe. And not in that romantic, his arms are my wonderland, syrupy sweet way. In the life and death kind of way.

      But right now, looking at the inquisitive look in his puppy dog eyes as he was not even trying to hide the fact that he was staring at me, waiting for me to tell him something, all I wanted to do was drop kick him in his fucking chin.

      "What?" I asked him, more testily than I probably would have before I had the life scared out of me. Jesus I was on edge.

      "Nothing. This is my office. I'm just sitting." That innocent look didn't fool me. He was a sandy-haired shark in a three-piece suit. Waiting. Calculating.

      "But you aren’t sitting in your office. You are sitting in the waiting room to your office. Waiting." I pushed my tortoiseshell glasses higher up my nose in a movement I barely registered anymore. I had been wearing these things so long it was almost like I actually needed to wear them.  "What are you waiting on, Gabe? Do you need some busy work? Because it's my job to do the busy work." I knew what was coming as soon as he opened his mouth. I could tell by the way he slumped down in his chair and let his chin rest on his chest and his legs extend until they were under the row of empty chairs in front of him.

      "I'm bored."

      Yep. Saw it coming. A bored Gabe is a dangerous Gabe. I wasn't inviting his attention any more than I had it though, so I kept my lips shut. Gabe wasn't done talking though.

      "I miss my old job. I don't get to do anything here. It's boring. I'm bored. I want to be in the field again." He would have sounded like a whining child, but I knew the field for him meant undercover, guns and rescues. Gabe was no wussy, he just needed action to stay level. It was his thing. It was what he was good at. To be honest, I missed his old job too. Gabe was good at field work and intel, but he wasn’t really good at keeping things organized. I, however, was excellent at it, and we made a good team.

      My workload corresponded with his workload, and to be honest, I was getting bored too. I would be a liar if I said I didn't miss the action too. I didn't shoot guns and rescue hostages, and I didn't get hired for bodyguard gigs when celebrities were in town, but I kept busy with the logistics of everything. I had a purpose, and shit to do that I was good at. Here I just managed the schedule of a guy who clearly had enough free time to spend melting into a puddle of boredom in his own damn waiting room looking like he wanted to give me the third degree about things I didn't want to talk about. To hammer that particular nail home, he suddenly fixed me with a very mature, eagle-eyed stare and opened his mouth again.

      "Dino called me Friday night."

      Yeeeeeah. Ugh. Dino. I had ditched him ten minutes after we got there. There was no way he was going to be cool with me after that. As much as Dino and I like to pick at each other, I really didn't feel good about freaking out and running away. Because that's what I had done, run away.

      "And?" I didn't know what he wanted me to say to that, so I didn't add anything.

      "He was worried about you, Jeanette, and that surprised me because Dino normally doesn't worry about anyone but himself. He was asking me a bunch of questions..."

      "What did you tell him?" I hated that I interrupted. And that I sounded so desperate but fuck I didn't want Dino to know. Any of it. I hated that I sounded so weak, or how terrified I was by where this conversation was going. I hated it all.

      "I didn't say shit to him, Jeanette, but I have some questions of my own." Gabe had a hard look in his eyes. The look of a man who was used to getting the information he wanted. I owed Gabe for a lot of things, but I was only willing to give so much.

      "I reserve the right not to answer." I crossed my arms over my chest to hammer the point home. I was in charge of this conversation, not Gabe. I allowed him to have the information, he didn't take it from me.

      "Fair enough," he replied and then he abruptly relaxed, going from a bird of prey perched and ready to pounce, to casual and relaxed boss man engaging in friendly conversation. I wasn't fooled. I had worked with Gabe for years now. This was definitely still an interrogation.

      "I don't push you for a lot of information, Jeanette. I have learned enough about your character these last six or so years that I can draw my own conclusions about the kind of person you are. And I like the kind of person you are. I have literally trusted you with my life on more than one occasion. You have access to almost all of my personal information including passwords and safe codes, my medical history and shit to do in case I get killed on a job. You literally hold my life in your hands. But you don't trust me enough to tell me what happened to you."

      "You know what happened to me," I whispered angrily. My voice was so low I wondered if he could even hear me, but I lacked the control to speak in a normal tone. I didn't want to talk about this.

      "No. I know how I found you. I know that I was following a lead on items being sold on the Silk Road and instead of stolen goods I found a terrified young woman tangled up in something she knew nothing about, trying desperately to buy a new identity, just so she could go to a hospital for help without being identified. You were bleeding out slowly and you were so fucking afraid of being found, that you tried to buy a new name before you could even get treatment." His lips were pressed together in a hard line. Gabe wasn't angry with me. He was angry with the situation. I remembered exactly what he was talking about.

      The Silk Road was slang for items being bought and sold with cryptocurrency. Digitally mined computer money that was essentially impossible to trace. Perfectly legal, but also perfect for the criminal element. It had started as just an office project when Bitcoin first came about. A co-worker and I built a few mining computers in an empty office hobbled together with pieces and parts of spares in the supply closet. We ordered a few cards and let them run twenty-four hours a day. It was a minimal investment and the payout was really slow, so my coworker lost interest. The output was not worth the effort she had said. I put in the time, monitoring, researching, and making trades. It was fascinating. I bought and sold and traded, every fraction of a penny was money I had tied up in electronic accounts that David knew nothing about. The Silk Road would eventually buy my freedom, but sometimes even money can't save you.

      It was almost too late for me.

      I'd made it to Oregon. I’d driven for two days almost straight through, stopping only to take quick cat naps during the day at roadside rest areas. I always parked between two other vehicles and never for longer than two hours. When I got to Portland I knew it was my last stop. My body was shutting down, and the little light that I had been protecting, that thing that had fueled my need to run? Well, it had been put right out. I wasn’t very far along, but I knew what was happening. I’d been beaten far too badly for a baby to still be able to grow inside of me. And I would never get the chance again, he’d made sure of that. I didn't know quite how dangerous it was at the time, but I did know I couldn't go to a hospital and get treatment without the proper identification. They would treat me, but if I refused to give my information they would print me, run whatever information they could get, and find out the truth that way. Then David would have me. He would find me and drag me back. Again.

      So, I tried to buy a new name and new social security number on the black market. It was straight dumb luck that led Gabe to me. He was looking for something completely different, instead he found someone nearer to death than she knew and desperate. I don't know why he helped me. I don't even know how he found a medical facility that would take me as an emergency patient, with no identification, no questions besides some family history out of medical necessity, and I couldn’t even answer those. It probably had something to do with his deep as the ocean pockets, but I never asked. I also didn't ask how he got me the airtight identity. Social security, birth certificate, and backstory. All done while I was in recovery. I had a new birthdate, but that was easy enough to deal with, I never celebrated it anyway.

      I could have left at any given time, but I stayed with Gabe. Because he was a good guy. A real one. He didn't pretend to be something he wasn't, he just adhered to his own moral code, and his moral code said there was no damn way he was going to leave me broken and terrified in a filthy motel in Portland slowly bleeding to death from a miscarriage and the beating of a lifetime.

      I know what Gabe wanted. He wanted to know how. He wanted to know why. He wanted to know a name. I couldn't give him that. It wasn't that David was some head honcho. Nope, he was just a regular police officer in a small town where everyone knew everyone. The problem was his influence. Everyone loved David. Everyone. He was the smooth-talking local golden boy who could do no wrong. And he never did. To anyone but me. For some reason I was a catalyst to his obsession. His madness. Every time I tried to get away, every time I ran, he would find me and drag me back home. Telling me that he loved me. That only he could take care of me. That we were meant to be a family.

      The terrifying part was that he believed it.

      Enough to convince everyone around me that I was crazy. That I needed medication. That I needed David to take care of me. It wasn't just his physical abuse that I was afraid of, because I tried to get up and leave. More than once. The truly scary part about David Ashley, was just how manipulative he was of everyone around him, not just me. And without a family of my own, no brothers and sisters, no parents to speak of, there wasn’t a soul in my corner who would believe me when I said I was living with a demon.

      Gabe wanted to know who my boogeyman was, so he could help, but I wasn't giving him up. I didn't want Gabe to try to find him. I didn't want to establish any link between myself and that man. Gabe thought he was Superman, and I know for a fact that when or if he did any digging he would wonder why I was making such a big deal about a small-time cop like David Ashley. There are good cops and bad cops. Abusive relationships are a dime a dozen. But David Ashley did something to my mind, and I have been fighting for the last six years to try to fix it. To not be afraid to sleep in a bed again – sometimes I still huddle into a ball in the closet, where I can feel the wall at my back and the door at my feet, and that was the only way I could make the memories go away long enough to get some rest.

      Shit like that doesn't go away because he couldn't get his hands on me anymore. He still had an iron grip on my psyche.

      So, I wouldn't tell Gabe anything. I wouldn't give him the name. It was the only control I had left.

      And since Gabe didn't like not getting his way, he would get salty about it. Enough to keep poking away at me when I clearly didn't want to talk.

      "I just want to help you, Jeanette, but you are so damn stubborn. Look at you, you’re freaking out right now."

      I was not freaking out, I was completely under control, thank you very much.

      Even if my hands were trembling and I kept looking at the door, expecting David to walk through it at any moment, just because I had seen someone from his precinct in the same place as me for ten minutes. But he said her name. He said my name. I'm pretty sure that I had him convinced he had the wrong person, but still. Too close. Too fucking close.

      "You are full of shit, Gabe, I'm here aren’t I?"

      "Yeah but for how long? How come your car is so loaded down with boxes and bags that you can barely see out the back windshield? What are you doing, Jeanette?" Gabe was stalking closer now, getting too close to the safety of the half wall that separated my desk area from the rest of the lobby. There was danger in his eyes and the volume of his voice rose with every word. "Where are you going, Jeanette? Are you just going to cut and run without saying anything to anyone? After six years of being my partner is that what I am worth to you?"

      I hated that he was scaring me right now. I trusted Gabe more than any other person in this world, but right now, with his menacing stance and his loud voice I couldn't stop from backing up and I couldn't stop my legs from shaking.

      Do not cry, show no fear.

      "I was cleaning the apartment and planned on taking things to donate after work today."

      "Lies," he thundered as he came to the desk and slapped his hands on the counter. His eyes widened in surprise as I immediately dropped to my knees with my hands over my head before crawling under the desk to get away from the anger of someone who I know would never put their hands on me in a million years. I hated that I did it, but I couldn't stop. Couldn't stop when the irrational fear rode me hard and the sobs racked my body. Couldn't stop even as he vaulted over the waist-high partition and sat cross-legged on the floor. Kept bawling as he pulled me gently out from under the desk and into his lap, holding me like a baby with his chin on my head and his arms squeezing me tight. Shutting out the light, shutting out the world, protecting me from whatever I was afraid of, horrified that even for a moment, even mistakenly, that it was him I had feared.

      I heard him swallow roughly, and then in a voice thick with emotion he choked out, "Jeanette. Talk to me. Please."

      But I couldn't stop crying long enough to answer him.
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      I thought about Jeanette all through my lunch meeting in Detroit. And by lunch meeting I meant that Eddie and I stood around the table looking intimidating while Chaz ate and entertained his guests.

      Maybe intimidating wasn't the right word.

      Eddie is Chaz's gunman. His personal protection. There is nothing scary looking about Eddie except for maybe how shockingly bright red his hair and freckles are. He kept it short, but it still shone like a stop sign in a headlight and his goatee made a rusty stain across his naturally pale face. He was pretty thin, nothing much to look at, but he wore his gun holster on the outside of his pants and that's as menacing as some people needed to be to get their point across.  Eddie always stands right next to Chaz. Even if Chaz is sitting, like he was at the moment, Eddie was always standing nearby, like an accessory, ready to pull the trigger. We didn't call him Fast Eddie, or any other kind of nickname, but make no mistake, Eddie was fast enough when he needed to be.

      Gordon was positioned on the other side of the closed door, kind of keeping tabs on anyone coming in or out of the room. The guests didn't bring in any muscle with them, which was either ballsy or smart depending on how you wanted to look at it. Gordon had graying hair and a receding hairline. He looked like someone's damn grandpa. Like he had a golden retriever that fetched his paper for him every morning and he liked to fly fish in the country on the weekends. I don't know what the hell Gordon liked to do for fun, but I'd seen the guy drop a body without blinking, just because Chaz showed him the appropriate amount of dollars. Gordon was probably the scariest guy I had ever met, mostly because he was just so damn nice all the time. He was the same way with killing. Ask a person how's the weather and then blow out the back of their head. He was definitely a man to keep track of after my deals were done.

      It was my job to keep an eye on everybody. To be quiet. To just watch. Chaz liked me because I kept my cool. I wasn't prone to emotional outbursts and I didn't interrupt or try to voice my opinion. All the qualities of a good underling. Also, qualities of a good spy, but Chaz didn't need to know that. The whole point of me going undercover in his operation was to find out why he was sweating my grandma's restaurant so bad. It was just an upscale Italian place. We loved it because it was ours, but why would a guy like Chaz care about it? He went after my family like the building was on an untapped cache of oil or something.

      There had to be a reason, but I hadn't found it yet. The best I could do right now was make sure I was the guy sent to hassle the family – and protect them from whatever the hell Chaz was planning on throwing their way. I just hoped they could keep from blowing my cover until it was all over, and not completely hate me by the time that happened.

      I would have liked nothing more than to focus on the reason I was standing in the corner playing wise guy for Chaz Malone in the first place, but I couldn't help thinking of Jeanette and her runaway bride routine as I stared across the table at the guy who had spooked her in the first place. Was it some kind of coincidence? Not in my line of work. I let my gaze roam around the room like I was supposed to, but I never let that pasty-faced doughboy out of my sight.  Fresh-faced and eager, he was definitely the sidekick. I knew he was the sidekick because he kept eating while Chaz and the other guy talked. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the kid, he ate his fucking pasta salad with his hands. Just picked away at it – a little piece of tomato, a piece of rotini. Did they not have forks in bum fuck New York, or whatever upstate country town they came from? What the hell were they even doing here?

      As gross as his eating habits were, I shouldn’t have been concerned for him, his boss was the real trouble. He was the type of guy who was used to being in control. I could tell by his posture as he sat perfectly straight in his chair, seemingly relaxed but still on guard. He was casually taking in everything around the room, making special note of Eddie, and also myself. As his gaze passed over me I met his stare unflinchingly. Alpha to alpha.

      I already didn’t like this guy.

      It didn’t surprise me when he said he was a cop. I knew a lot of cops, some of them good and some of them less good. I had never had one walk into a meeting with a crime boss and straight announce their profession like he was listing a/s/l in an online chat.

      He was super fucking proud of it too.

      I wanted to know what the hell this meeting was about, but as a lackey it wasn’t my place to ask questions. It wasn’t even my place to speak unless Chaz asked me to. My job was to be a fucking piece of furniture and observe everything. Funny thing though, the cop in the chair seemed to be super interested in observing me. And nobody was saying shit until lunch was over, but the only person still eating was the dufus sidekick who was still picking at his plate like he had the manners of a monkey. He didn’t even seem to notice that he was the only one still hoovering the deli platter until he looked up and saw four pairs of eyes staring at him like he was a museum display.

      Without having the intelligence to even look embarrassed he pushed his plate forward on the table and prissily dabbed at his mouth with a paper napkin. Fuck, finally.

      Chaz was the first to speak.

      “So what did I do to deserve the honor of having an officer of the law request a meeting with me? Detroit, Michigan is quite the ways away from Bethel, New York isn’t it? I would think you would find us a bit…urban for your liking.”

      Yikes, Chaz started off by pretty much calling the new guy a country bumpkin. I’d never even heard of Bethel, but the way Chaz said it, you would think it was settled right smack in between “The hills” and “over yonder.”

      The blonde giant in the chair didn’t flinch, didn’t change his posture, and didn’t let on in any way that he knew Chaz had just insulted him. He just smiled a friendly smile, and when he did, alarm bells went off in my head. Nobody is that cool in a meeting with a crime boss. No one is that dumb. This guy knows exactly what he is doing. What is his game?

      “As you know, my name is David Ashley, and I am a Sullivan County Sherriff. However, not only am I quite far out of my jurisdiction, I’m not here in a professional capacity at all. My needs are more of a personal nature.” He inclined his head conspiratorially, as if just that statement would let us in on his little secret. This guy was a colossal douche, and I wondered what Chaz made of him, but as I looked over at Chaz, he just looked back at David, unblinking, resting his chin on the tips of his tented fingers, looking politely interested. Clearly Chaz was waiting for the man to continue.

      David continued, unperturbed by the silent tension in the room. Maybe not tension, more like curiosity. Who was the cop with the balls big enough to waltz into the office of a legit bad guy and demand his attention? Good guys didn’t do that. Bad guys who thought they were tough shit did. I hated dirty cops.

      I glanced at Eddie who didn’t look at me, but I saw him shift his weight from one foot to the other and saw the muscles in his right arm drawn up tight, like he wasn’t sure if he was going to have to draw or not. So Eddie didn’t like this guy either, huh?

      “I’m looking for a missing person. Not just a person, my fiancée.” David looked around the room, gauging the reaction. I don’t know if he expected Chaz to have some sort of reaction to his revelation, but Chaz didn’t move. Just kept looking at the guy across the table from him. I knew what was happening. Chaz was getting that “man in charge” vibe from him too, and it grated his nerves. Chaz didn’t do well with other alphas. Chaz was the boss. He liked having me around because I did the work, kept my mouth shut and answered him with a “Yes sir,” like all good little bitch boys should. And I would continue to do so until I got the answers I needed about Affini’s and why he was so hot to wreck things for my Non.

      This David guy though, he didn’t get the way the hierarchy worked. He wasn’t disrespectful with his words, but his posture and his tone of voice all screamed out “I’m bigger than you and I’m better than you.” It was quite the interesting combination. Interesting and dangerous.

      “Gabriella Hensley disappeared a little over six years ago. I followed her trail but came up to a dead-end somewhere in Buffalo County, Nebraska. I found her car, abandoned at a bus station but no record of her buying a ticket anywhere. I don’t suspect foul play, but she has a mental condition and could be confused. It’s possible she wouldn’t remember who she is, and that’s why she hasn’t been able to make her way home. Without her medication she tends to live in a bit of a fantasy world - delusions if you will, and it is possible she has fabricated an entirely new identity. I’d given up hope of ever finding her again, but by some miracle my associate here, Justin, happened to be at an auction in Toledo and swears he saw someone that looks remarkably like her, even though admittedly there were some differences.”

      Chaz broke his silence for the first time. “What does any of this have to do with me?” I was wondering the same fucking thing but seeing that Justin kid at the table just a few days after he scared the shit out of Jeanette was giving me a twisted feeling in my gut. This could very well be a coincidence, but puzzle pieces were starting to click together, and I didn't like the big picture.

      Six years ago. Jeanette had been with Gabe about six years. He met her somewhere out west on some assignment. Nebraska was almost a straight shot between New York and Oregon, the perfect place to ditch a ride and get a new one. The perfect place to throw someone off your scent if you were trying to ditch them.  Well, that was all speculation there, but the timeline was damned suspicious. Gabe had always been really protective of Jeanette. I wondered if he had picked her up as an amnesiac somewhere. Still, what did any of this have to do with Chaz?

      “Honestly, I’ve exhausted all of my legal resources. And let’s be realistic, getting information on the underground is much easier than getting it from regular sources. She hasn’t so much as blipped on the radar in all these years. Not a petty crime, not a hospital stay, nothing. I’ve been searching and searching. It would never even occur to me that she would be in Northwest Ohio and if it weren’t for Justin running into that girl at the event last week, I still wouldn’t have thought it possible. It was complete serendipity that he happened to move out of state and take a job in Bedford.”

      David turned and focused his laser blue stare at the guy sitting next to him, who seemed to finally lose his oblivious attitude and seemed to shrink back from his gaze. “I always thought you were a bit of a whiny shit for quitting the force and taking a desk job, but it seems that this has worked out in my favor.” David smiled at Justin, and the much younger man beamed in response, desperate for the kind word of his former superior officer. Hero worship. Gross.

      He slid a picture across the table at Chaz, who picked it up and glanced at it, then set it back down, zero recognition on his face. David continued, unperturbed by Chaz’s nonchalant attitude. “Truly, if Justin hadn’t been in the right place at the right time, he never would have seen her. From what I understand she looks a bit different than that photo, but time can change a lot of things about a person, especially someone who might not remember who she really is.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me, or why you are wasting my time with this bullshit story, because I could give a rat’s ass about some woman that took off after you had a lover’s spat.”

      “Gabriella and I did not have spats.” David said the words like they tasted like hot garbage in his mouth. “She is just very codependent, and if not properly looked after tends to wander off. I looked after her the best I could, when having an episode, she really needed almost constant supervision.” He looked at Justin to confirm his statement and the lackey nodded his head in agreement.

      “I wasn’t really close with Gabriella, considering by the time I got on the force she was pretty much a shut-in and didn’t associate with the guys much. But I remember what she looks like.” The younger man wrinkled his brows and his pudgy jowls wiggled as he shook his head. “I’m not sure what it was about that girl I saw, but sometimes it’s not about a look. It could be an expression, posture, I dunno. It was something. Enough of a likeness for me to call the boss and let him know. No stone left unturned, yeah?”

      “The reasons this concerns you, Mr. Malone, is because the person she was with at the party was one of your employees.” David Ashley swung his gaze over to me and Chaz’s followed suit. Oh shit, here we go. I wasn’t planning on telling Chaz that I took Jeanette to that party. I was supposed to be getting in good with Vanessa and creating havoc for the Affini’s in general. That’s all I needed was for someone to tell Chaz that he saw us being all chummy at the auction. Shit shit.

      “And how did you come by that information?” Chaz wanted to know who had his name in their mouth, I could tell by the hard edge in his voice.

      “I asked the pretty dark-haired broad he’d been chatting up earlier.” The New York was coming out in Justin’s speech, he must have been getting comfortable. Who the hell actually says broad anymore when talking about a female?

      “Actually, I believe her words were, ‘That piece of shit jackass works for Chaz Malone. And they can both fuck off and die.’”

      Damn Vanessa. Part of me cringed inwardly at being called a piece of shit by my sister, but the other half of me was proud of her for not blowing my cover, even though she was angry enough at me that she could have. That wasn’t anything new though, Vanessa had pretty much grown up angry at me. Angry for being the son of a woman other than her mother. Of being that “thing” that kept her from her perfect happy family. What was one more reason for her to be angry? I couldn’t blame her much, our family life was fucked up.

      “So you asked for this meeting so you could ask Dino some questions?” Chaz spoke softly, which was a direct indication that his patience was wearing thin and David Ashley as well as Justin Some-fucking-Nobody had better tread carefully. This reeked of a waste of his time. It was not good to waste Chaz’s time. He set Gordon after people for lesser offenses.

      “Of course not,” David covered smoothly. “I can do that on my own time, without wasting any of yours. I need to check this woman’s background first, but then, if it turns out that this woman is my Gabriella, then it might,” he paused as if searching for the correct term, “get messy.”

      “I might need some help from some of your associates. I wouldn’t dream of involving them without your permission.” David smiled, and this time it wasn’t a friendly smile. It wasn’t an easy smile. It was the calculated smile of a man who knew exactly how to grease the proper wheels to make the machine run smoothly. “I would compensate you appropriately for their time, of course.”

      Ok, so this made more sense. This David guy was looking for a woman for a reason, but bad enough that he was willing to pay Chaz to farm us out as hired help. He didn’t go to the local police, and throw his weight around there, and that raised a shit ton of red flags for me. As a cop, you would think he would lean on the blue buddy network, but he didn’t want to do that. Why?

      “Dino, come here and take a look at this picture. You recognize this girl? She the chick who he says you were out with last week?” There was no harm in looking.

      The picture was a candid photo of a young woman with dark, shoulder-length hair cut in a curly stacked bob. The kind that is cut higher in the back than it is in the front. There was a blue stripe in one of her face-framing layers and it accentuated the brown of her eyes. She wore a black figure-hugging shirt with the shoulders cut out and dark red lipstick. She was laughing at something outside of the camera frame and I vaguely wondered what it could be that would bring that joyful expression to a young woman’s face. She looked wild, carefree and untamed.

      So unlike Jeanette Clary.

      I handed the picture back to Chaz. In my honest opinion, there was a bit of a resemblance, but the things that were different were too different. I could have been looking at a pic of a cousin, or even a little sister, but Jeanette? Something inside was urging me to be cautious. I didn’t think this girl was Jeanette, but between this guy, and her reaction at the auction last week, something wasn’t adding up. I wasn’t about to give this asshole anything though.

      “She doesn’t look anything like her to me, but that’s all I can tell you. This Gabriella girl is way curvier, her chest looks like two handfuls while Jeanette’s is…” I let myself trail off. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything negative about Jeanette’s admittedly smaller chest. Not when I’d seen her in that second skin dress and fantasized about peeling it off of her so I could feast on what was underneath.

      “Aside from the photo, and I agree there can be things that can change in a person’s appearance,” David added, “but she also has a tattoo on her left wrist that says “David,” she got it done shortly after we got engaged.” That smug look showed exactly how much he liked having his name on someone else’s body. A form of ownership, probably.

      “I can’t say I have ever seen a tattoo on Jeanette at all.” Not that I had ever had the chance to look for one, but the wrist is usually something that would stand out.

      There’s a small resemblance,” I continued, “but I can’t say I think you have the right girl.” I ignored David, and addressed Chaz, further imprinting on the room that Chaz was the boss, the one in charge. The only one I answered to. “Also, I think you should know, Jeanette works for Gabe Anderson.”

      It was the barest twitch of his right eye, but I knew my words hit home. Money was very important to Chaz Malone, and Gabe Anderson had a lot of it. It wasn’t too long ago that Chaz had gotten his hands on Gabe’s girlfriend Angel, and he had paid an ass load of cash to get her back. Even paid an extra chunk just to make sure Chaz stayed the fuck out of Gabe and Angel’s business. Jeanette may not have fallen directly into those parameters, but she was close enough that Chaz was going to think twice about jumping into that with both feet.

      He eyed me thoughtfully. “You close with this Jeanette?”

      “I wouldn’t say close,” I lied smoothly. That was what I was good at, lying. Telling stories to deflect the truth. “I fucked her a couple of times, but we don’t really have what you would call a relationship.” Ugh, she would bust my ass for even saying it. I don’t think you can count “sexual tension” as fucking. One we had plenty of, and the second I had never even gotten close. I didn’t even like to think of her and that word. Jeanette was a damn lady and she was the type of woman you made love to, not a quickie in the dark. “She’s how I knew about Gabe, but we don’t really know that much else about each other. It was just sex.”

      Don’t pump me for information you fuck sticks.

      I happened to glance over at David right then, and I can’t explain why I did it, but I’ll never forget the look on his face. Rage. His good guy masked had slipped a bit, and while that small friendly smile was still pasted on, his eyes were full of homicidal promises. This was a fucking scary guy, if a person had a tendency to be afraid of others, which I did not. But I know batshit crazy when I see it, and I think that if it had just been him and I in that room, he would have cut my fucking throat for saying I had sex with Jeanette. Or Gabriella, or whomever he thought she was. Regardless of whether or not Jeanette was the person he was looking for, if she was in his line of sight, she was probably in danger. That raised my hackles, thinking of either of these guys putting their hands on Jeanette.

      Chaz had been watching the situation carefully, a calculated gleam that I didn’t feel really good seeing in his eyes. He cleared his throat and rested his hands on the table, pushing his chair out from behind him as he stood. By standing, he signaled to the rest of us that the meeting was about to be over, everyone else seemed to get that except for the vacant-eyed lackey, Justin. David stood as well, waiting to hear Chaz’s final notes.

      “Dino, I have a new assignment for you. Ease off the Affini’s for a bit, I want you to check into your friend, Jeannette. How long have you known her?”

      “Probably about four or five years give or take?” I answered his question with a question. One, because I wasn’t sure of the exact answer myself without thinking back on it, and two, I didn’t want to lean too far in one direction with these guys. It was best to remain as impassive and unaffected as possible. Letting someone like Chaz Malone know you had a weakness or a soft spot for something was asking him to set it on fire in front of you to prove a point. Let him think I wasn’t really that worried about it. Shrug it off. And ease off the Affini’s? What was that about? I was so close to finding out what his issue was and he was just pausing it for the moment?

      “David, for the right price I will put Dino on loan for you, however, he reports to me, not to you. I will decide any action regarding this woman should we confirm that she is who you are looking for, which, judging by what Dino says is highly unlikely. Now, you can give Dino any information that you have regarding this Gabriella Hensley, and he can do his comparisons and report back.” Chaz smiled his oily shark smile, the one that meant he was about to strike a very lucrative deal. "Now tell me, regarding compensation, how important is it to you that you find this girl?”

      David’s mask slipped almost completely off then, and even Justin paled visibly in the chair next to him as he said in the most chilling voice I had ever heard, “She means more to me than anything. Than my money. Than my badge. Than the lives of everyone in this room.”

      I held my breath while Chaz processed what sounded like a thinly veiled threat. Then he threw back his head and laughed, pleased about something, but I wasn’t sure what.

      “Dino, here is her photo. You have her name. Do what you do best and get the information for David. Fuck it out of her if you have to. Let me know what you find out. David,” he said as he walked around the table to shake hands with the crazy cop, “let’s talk compensation.”

      I knew when I had been dismissed. I knocked on the door, twice hard, once soft and Gordon opened the door.

      “Party over?” he said amicably as I walked out and shut the door behind me.

      “Just for me,” I replied, still thrown off by how a contract killer could look so much like a cookie cutter grandpa. “Got new orders from the boss, see you around, Gordon.” He just nodded at me as I walked down the hall and through the open warehouse of the storage facility that doubled as Chaz’s headquarters.

      So he wanted me to lay off the Affini’s? Not fucking likely. I would never stop until I knew what his issue with my family and the Affini restaurant was. And even then, I still wouldn’t stop until I put an end to it. Until then it looked like I was pulling double duty.

      Gabriella Hensley, huh? Just who was she and why was she being hunted?
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      “So what are we doing on the floor?”

      It wasn’t the words that shocked me as much as the person that said them. Angel couldn’t be silent if her very life depended on it, and somehow, she snuck into the office as quiet as a butterfly and caught me curled up and sobbing in her boyfriend’s lap.

      As Angel and Gabe like to say, shit piss hell damn.

      There was no way I could act like nothing was going on, and I didn’t even have the words to explain that it wasn’t what it looked like, and Angel was a very excitable person. Convincing her that Gabe and I didn't have tryst on the office floor was going to be difficult. Angel was kind of a knock ‘em around first, ask questions later kind of person.

      I pushed off of Gabe’s lap, elbowing him in the collarbone as I did. I felt bad when I heard his groan of pain, but I needed to separate myself from him. From this terrible scene that Angel had walked in on. I needed a few seconds to breathe and get my shit together because I needed to prepare myself to look Angel in the eye and see…

      Well, what I expected to see was not what I saw.

      Angel was leaning on the counter looking like she wanted to vault over the top of it much like Gabe did earlier, but I doubt her short legs would let her. Instead of the mask of rage I expected to see on her face, angry at catching me in a compromising position with Gabe, there was something else.

      Sadness?

      Her nose was red and there were mottled pink marks on her cheeks and neck. Her eyes had that glassy, watery glaze and as she looked at me – she sniffled.

      “Is everyone okay?”

      “Are you okay?” I countered. What the hell was going on here?

      Her lower lip trembled as she attempted to hold back the tears threatening to spill over.

      “Why are you crying?” I asked her while dashing the sleeve of my suit jacket across my own eyes.

      “I don’t know,” she wailed, and the crying started, deep hiccupping sobs that shook her shoulders as she squeezed her eyes tight to stop the flow. “But you are crying, and Gabe is crying and I can’t handle seeing other people cry. Are you okay, what’s going on, did somebody die?” And realizing that she was too short to come over the counter, she reached over and grabbed me, squeezing me close to her roughly. It was horribly awkward, hugging over my desk and the half wall in front of it, but it was also strangely comforting. And weird.

      I had no choice but to hang out there and let her hug it out though. Not unless I wanted to straighten and pull her over the wall with me. It took her a while to let go, too. When she did, and I was able to stand up straight again I glanced over at Gabe.

      He was wrecked.

      He wasn’t crying, at least not anymore, but his face was a mix of ashen gray and fire engine red and his eyes were bloodshot and wet. It gutted me, standing there looking at his face.

      I did that to him.

      I lost my shit and cowered away from him, like he was some big bad monster, when he had only been a savior to me. A friend.

      I had made him feel like a predator.

      It killed me to think I had such little control over myself that I could let my fear spill over. Dammit I was strong than this. I had worked for so long to be tougher, physically and mentally. I was supposed to be in a good place now, and I had a backslide into terror - over what? Over seeing Justin whatever-his-last-name-was for twenty seconds? Sure, it was completely unexpected, but my disguise was so good that I had him convinced he had the wrong person in less than a minute. It had been over six years since anyone had seen or heard of Gabriella Hensley, who knew if Justin even talked to David anymore? If he was still a cop in New York then what the hell was he doing in Toledo, Ohio?

      No. It was a fluke, a freak test of my composure that I had obviously failed. It would do me no good to get that worked up over a minor B character when the boss level was so much more dangerous. No, that Justin guy was nothing but a red shirt. And here I was falling to pieces because I thought my hiding place was found.

      No, I had time. I had people now, or at least a person. Gabe, he was in my corner. I wasn’t alone like I was before. I wasn’t a scared girl with an entire town against her. I was a woman. A strong woman.

      I was Jeanette fucking Clary and I was a badass bitch.

      A badass bitch who had some explaining to do because out of the three people in the office, one of them was still crying without a clue as to why.

      “It’s okay, Angel,” I started to say but was cut off completely by Gabe.

      “No, it’s fucking not okay.” Gabe might have sounded authoritative if not for the hitch in his voice as he tried to catch his breath over something suspicious clogging his throat. Probably emotion. I tried not to have those but clearly, I failed in that too because I was twisted in agony over putting Gabe through what I had just done. He didn’t deserve that from me, not after everything he had done. He was right. We had grown to be partners and I had just slammed a door in my partner’s face.

      Damn. I wasn’t ready to tell. I wasn’t ready to say, but they needed something. Angel standing there with tears streaming down her cheeks and she didn’t even know the reason she was crying. And Gabe, stoic Gabe who was the best big brother a girl could ever have. Especially a girl who had never had any family of her own to speak of.

      “Okay, you are right, it’s not okay and I’m sorry I can’t give you what you want me to give you right now.” I pulled at the bottoms of my jacket to straighten it. My straight-laced and buttoned-up work clothes, so different from anything I would have ever worn as a younger woman, as Gabriella, were my armor. My protection. My disguise. They were my false sense of security, but at least while I was dressed like this I could ground myself in my new identity and gather up my scattered wits. I could at least pretend to have half my shit together. No sense riling up Angel and Gabe. One of them was a serial crier and the other one had a hero complex. But damn those two were so good, and together they were great. They deserved so much more than my hedging and lies.

      I took a deep breath, braced myself, and began. “Angel, I’m not sure what Gabe has told you about m-“

      “Not a thing,” she interrupted before I was even finished with my sentence. “I never asked, and he wouldn’t tell even if I did. That’s your story, Jeanette, and man I would love it if someday you trusted me enough to tell it.”

      That was it. That was all she said to me, and as Angel stood there, looking at me with the tracks of tears she had shed for me still drying on her cheeks I could only think of what an amazing woman Gabe had found for himself. I had never seen a person look more mature than Angel after that statement, even though she was wearing a pair of bedazzled Converse and a t-shirt that said, “Not today, Satan.” And I was proud of Gabe and happy for him and devastated for myself all at the same time because I would never find that perfect other half of me. Nope. I would live a lie for the rest of my life but at least I would be safe.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly, for lack of a better option or words to express my gratitude at her simple acceptance. “I’m not ready yet, but I’m trying. I’m really trying.”

      Gabe and I both were taking up too much room in the small space behind my desk, and I was suddenly feeling very claustrophobic. Whether it was because I was confined with another person in such a cramped area or because my thoughts were squeezing down on me I don’t know, but I suddenly felt like I had to leave. I needed to go somewhere and think. To breathe.

      “Gabe, I think I need to cut out early today. It’s been kind of a wash, yeah? I don’t think I can see any clients today looking like this,” I gestured to my tear-stained face, with what I could only assume had mascara running down like a deranged goth clown. “I’m going to go home.”

      “I’m scared to let you go.” I knew his words had a double meaning. He was scared I was going to run. And shit, I might. The jury was out on that yet, but I could give him a little bit. He deserved more notice than coming into the office and finding me gone.

      “I won’t run…yet.” And that was all the promise I could give him. That for the time being, I would breathe and be and stay. But it wasn’t indefinite, because if it came time for me to make a choice between staying in Toledo and getting caught by David Ashley again, or running for my life – I would chuck my sensible pumps and run like my life fucking depended on it. Because it did. I couldn’t go back to that nightmare, and Gabe knew it. So when he nodded towards the door and made no move to stop me, I knew how much it cost him. Gabe was the type of guy that had to help if he knew there was a problem. He didn’t expect shit back for it either.

      Sometimes being born with a silver spoon in your mouth makes you a greedy little shit. But for Gabe, it just meant that he was free to do what he wanted without worrying about getting something back. And Gabe fucking liked helping people. That’s why I knew it wouldn’t be long before he wouldn’t be able to take it behind the desk anymore. He would need to go back in the field, it was only a matter of time. He should start his own security company, I bet he would be good at that. No, I know he would be good at that. I would love to help him too, but who knew if I would be able to stay and be a part of that with him. With Angel too.

      Shit. I needed to get out of there.

      I didn’t say anything else as I slung my plain brown hobo bag over my shoulder and walked toward the door. I brushed past Angel and she grabbed my hand briefly and squeezed, I imagined her sending all her love and support into that squeeze. She was so cute. Love and support could have saved me from David in the beginning, but I didn't think it was enough to save me if he found me now. Not after he almost killed me, and I got away.

      But I couldn’t think about that right this minute. I was just going to go home to my apartment and get my mind right. I could think about what I would do next after I calmed down and could think rationally.

      I felt their eyes on the back of my neck as I walked towards the door. One step, two steps, three steps…I was almost free.

      “Jeanette, we love you.”

      Dammit, Gabe. I had almost convinced myself that I could leave you here. Leave this life. But you had to say that to me at the last minute.

      I didn’t stop, I didn’t turn around, I just kept right on going. Down three flights of stairs because fuck that slow-ass service elevator, and out to the parking lot where my nondescript and completely bland gray Kia was parked. I didn’t show it, but his words had speared through me like he had hurled a weapon and it found its bullseye.

      It wasn’t a romantic notion, but no one had loved me in my whole entire life. Except for David Ashley.

      And his love was the killing kind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Maybe it was the cool autumn air, or maybe it was just being out of arm’s length of those two emotional amplifiers, but once in my car, with the radio blaring P!nk’s “Fucking Perfect” I was actually starting to feel a little better. More calm maybe, definitely more centered. I had survived worse, this was just a little hiccup. I could not let fear ride me for the rest of my life. This was my first “close call” in six years, and odds were, it wouldn’t be my last. I needed a contingency plan. I needed to fight it out.

      At home I walked through the sparse living room barely sparing it a glance. The room housed a couch, a coffee table and a small stand that the TV sat on. It was a great quality television, but the stand was cheap as was the coffee table and the couch. I could afford better, but what was the point? I was prepared to drop my life at a moment’s notice. It wasn’t good to become attached to material things that I would just have to leave behind.

      My bedroom had a full-sized bed, I didn’t need anything bigger since I didn’t have plans to share it with anyone. There had been many a night where I had lain there, fantasizing about taking Dino for a test drive, but that would never happen. And the Dino in my dreams had much less of a smart mouth than the real one did. He would never see the inside of this apartment anyway. I changed my clothes quickly, routinely, the same thing I did every day when I came home from the office, albeit today was a bit earlier than normal.

      I changed out of my slacks and jacket and hung them up in my closet, next to several other similar outfits that I wore to work. They were all varying shades of boring as shit. I missed wearing bold colors. I missed wearing clothes that showed off my curves – fuck I missed having curves, but I did what I had to do to survive. In the grand scheme of things losing my boobs was probably the least of my worries. I paid good money for that reduction, and the surgeon had done an excellent job. Gabe had raised his eyebrows when I had asked for a surgical recommendation, but he didn’t comment on why I chose to have my chest reduced in size by half. It did exactly what it was supposed to do, and changed my appearance. You can change your hair (and I did), and you can change your eyes with contacts or by wearing glasses, but a woman with big boobs always tends to be a woman with big boobs. I blended better into anonymity with my B cups. Plus, they were perky as hell and that was kind of nice too. I never had the joy of being able to go braless when I was sporting double D’s.

      I changed into my workout clothes with a sort of autonomy that comes with repeating the same motion over and over. Every day I did the same thing. Without fail unless I was sick and that had only happened three times in the last six years. First, I pulled on my hip skimming leggings. I used to love the high-waisted kind because they held in my rounded tummy when I exercised, but I’d lost so much weight there wasn’t much left to jiggle, so I found the lower rise more comfortable. The sports bra with the zip front – now that was an old habit I just couldn’t break. When I had a much larger chest the zip front bras were absolutely necessary, because trying to wiggle out of a sweaty sports bra after a hard workout when you have heavy boobs is a one-way ticket to a dislocated shoulder. It was a little easier to shuck my sweaty gym clothes now that I had less in my way, but I just loved those zip fronts.

      Normally I wore a simple tank over my bra but today I was too worked up, in too much of a hurry to worry overly much about it. I was working out in my own home, and I needed to start punching and kicking at the heavy bag I had hanging in the place a dining room table would normally be. I needed the satisfying feel of a perfect cross hitting the vinyl with a solid thwack. Some people eat their emotions, I punched and kicked them away. It probably wasn’t the most emotionally healthy way to deal with my problems, but when had I ever been operating on a full tank of gas anyway?

      My dining room had been converted into a small gym station. I had a free weight rack against one corner and a small weight bench that I got at Wal Mart pushed against the wall next to it. I wasn’t a powerlifter by any means, so that small set-up suited me just fine. Next to that was the rolled-up yoga mat that I always grabbed first because stretches are important so as not to rip your muscles apart when you do the kind of workouts I did.

      Mountain pose, stretch and hold. Warrior one to triangle, stretch and hold. Downward dog and bridge. I stretched and held each pose until my muscles quivered. Routine, routine, routine. So weird that someone who was as free as a young woman could only feel centered and function when I was doing my preset routine. Life was funny that way. People think that yoga is easy, but it isn’t. It’s still work, and my body was already warm by the time I pulled out of the last pose and rolled my mat up, placing it upright against the wall in its proper place.  I would grab it again for cool down stretches but for now I needed to get it out of the way. The room was small, and the best way to utilize the space I had was to keep it tidy. I was just getting out my hand wraps for bag work when my doorbell rang. I almost didn’t recognize the sound it was so foreign to me. I’d lived in this condo for over a year and no one had ever rung the doorbell before. Hell, Gabe was the only person who had ever been inside the front door and that was because he helped me move in.

      Nobody came to my house to visit. I didn’t have friends, I had acquaintances, and we weren’t the type to “hang out” together. I also had a no soliciting sign in the window to let the vacuum salesman and over-enthusiastic Girl Scout crack peddlers know I wasn’t interested.

      Who the hell was at my door?
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      I've never been one to sit and stew when there was something on my mind. I'd dedicated every minute I had endearing myself to Chaz Malone for the sole purpose of finding out why he hated my family, all without letting him know they were mine. I may have needed to divide my attention a bit, but this was still a job.

      Don't lie to yourself dumbass, it's not just a job.

      Yeah, okay, so maybe my inner voice was a little more astute than the rest of me. The truth of the matter was it looked like regardless of whether she was this Gabriella person, Jeanette was in the sights of some bad guys. There was no way I could take any breaks knowing that shit was going to get dangerous for her. I could either clear her and get them off her tail or find out her story – and fucking get them off her tail. The only person on her sweet ass should be me, or it would be if I could give her the proper attention. Which I couldn't. Not while playing the part I was playing, at any rate.

      Regardless, I couldn't go home and wait for an appropriate time, I needed to go right to the source. I'd visit the office, and if Gabe was hanging around being bored like he always was lately, then I would get his two cents at the same time.

      Birds and stones and all of that bullshit.

      I wasn't even worried about anyone seeing me go into the building like I normally was. Normally I snuck in through Gabe's private stairway. Sometimes I did it so I wouldn't be seen and sometimes I did it to scare the shit out of him because that stairway came directly into his office. It was securely locked, but I had a key. He never could figure out how I copied it, but he knew I had it and didn't change the frequency, so I guess he didn't mind too much. At least I knocked before I just opened the door. He wasn't ever doing anything anyway, that head of the company bullshit was just for show. They didn't need him there, that place was a well-oiled machine. All he did was mope around in a suit all day while desperately wishing he was back in the field.

      I wish I could have him help me with Chaz Malone, but I couldn't ask him for that. Then I would have to tell him what I was doing, and I couldn't afford to have any single person knowing my true identity. Not yet. He'd be a good ally though, in the future maybe. Man, sometimes keeping secrets sucked.

      I actually walked into the Anderson building like a normal human being this time and got on the elevator like I had actual business and everything. Worst mistake ever, that elevator was slow as hell. Lurching and groaning between every floor. The guy was as rich as an oil tycoon, couldn't he afford to upgrade the damn elevator? I finally got to the third floor, but I would never get that ten minutes of my life back for fuck’s sake. And when I opened the door to the lobby, Jeanette wasn't in there, which was weird.

      Jeanette was always there.

      Gabe may have been flaky about business hours of nine to five, but a person could set their clock to Jeanette's habits, and for her not to be there was a warning sign to me. Another piece of that shitty puzzle clicking into place. The lobby was spooky and empty without Jeanette there, but before I could cross the room to knock on Gabe's office door, it opened by itself and out popped Angel.

      "I thought I heard the lobby door, oh it's just you." She narrowed her eyes at me and her lips pursed together like she had swallowed something sour. She was going to be mad about what I told Jesse forever.

      "Hey Angel," I said, ignoring her obvious irritation and opting for friendly. "Is Jeanette in there?"

      Her irritation turned to murder as she came at me too fast to prepare. Her tiny fist thumped off my shoulder as she stood directly in front of me and gesticulated wildly, her voice hitting the high notes as she read me the riot act for some shit I had no idea I did.

      "Did you do that to her? Are you the reason why she was crying? I will choke the piss out of you, you sonofabitch!" And she socked me again, right in the stomach. I wasn't prepared for that either, but it still didn't hurt. Me anyway. Angel howled with pain and stuck her knuckles in her mouth, trying to soothe the hurt.

      Someone needed to teach her how to punch. You don't lead with your knuckles, for Christ sake.

      Gabe came flying out the door behind her, sans jacket and with the top two buttons of his dress shirt undone, tie nowhere to be seen.  It didn't take a sleuth to figure out what they had been up to. Gross, I sat on that couch. It wasn’t the appropriate time to give Gabe and Angel a hard time for getting busy at the office though. The things Angel was screaming at me triggered warning bells in my head.

      What had happened?

      Where was Jeanette?

      Why the fuck was she crying?

      I would smoke out whoever did it and throw them in the giant pile of people I planned on kicking the shit out of. And I didn't need to be in character to do it.

      Gabe saved me from another painless thump by grabbing Angel by the arms and hauling her back against his chest in a backward bear hug. "Easy, gunpowder," he chastised as he gave her a quick kiss on the top of the head. "Dino had nothing to do with this. At least this time. I'm sure he's pissed her off a thousand different ways, but today was something different."

      "What happened?" I met Gabe's gaze over the top of Angel's blonde head and let my eyes do the talking.

      "Why do you want to know?"

      "One, because I want to. Two, because Jeanette is now my next assignment," I said the last part through gritted teeth, "from Chaz Malone." I added, to hammer the point home, "And you know if he is involved it means dangerous, so let's not fuck around with giving me a hard time and help me out here."

      Sarcastic, bust Dino's balls time was over. I could tell by the way Gabe's posture changed as he abruptly let go of Angel and stepped in front of her. "Start talking."

      "This is sensitive information, man," I said, eyeing Angel. I mean, I didn’t want to be a dick but he knew better than anyone that you had to watch what you said in front of civilians. Damn, he hadn't been out of the field for that long. He should know better.

      "I will kick you in the fucking nuts, Dino, I swear to God."

      I wasn't afraid of Angel, exactly, it's just that she was kind of unpredictable and I didn't want to be in range of those shiny-ass shitkickers she was sporting today. "Dino, we don't have time for this, and I don't want to keep Angel in the dark about this anymore. Because if it has to do with Jeanette it will at some point have something to do with me. I'm not letting Angel go unprepared if that's the case. You are going to have to say it in front of her."

      Yeah. Okay, we'd see how well that went over.

      "You don't have to say anything that will blow your cover, Dino, but I'm assuming you came here because you don't want to do whatever it is Chaz wants you to do, right?" I could only nod my head. This sharing of information shit was hard. I needed to keep my own issues on lockdown, but I would still have to share more than I wanted to in front of Angel, however, I would do it. I would do it to keep Jeanette safe, whatever her deal was.

      Letting my head fall back in exasperation I made sure the sigh was loud enough that Angel heard it. I don't know why I had so much fun poking at her. I mean, I knew why I poked at Jeanette all the time. Because inside I was a twelve-year-old boy and needed to pick on the girl I liked. With Angel it was kind of like pulling the pigtails of your little sister. She made funny faces when she was mad. I probably should apologize for telling the bartender at Nasta's she pissed her pants though. It was literally the first thing that popped into my head to excuse her running out in the middle of a set. I did the best I could, but Angel didn't see the forest for the trees. She was focusing on that one damned tree and would probably hate me forever.

      People hating me? Yeah, I was used to that. My own sister didn’t like me very much either. Vanessa did the best she could though, she couldn't help that our family situation was shit.

      "Last Friday, when Jeanette left me at the auction, she was mistaken for someone else." I sat my ass down in one of the lobby chairs, because this was going to take a while. Angel sat down across from me, and Gabe went over to the lobby door and made sure it was shut tight. I heard the lock click and was grateful to him for thinking about it. We didn't need to be interrupted while I was leaking information. "It scared the hell out of her though. She managed to shake the guy and tell him he was mistaken, but she couldn't get her shit together after that and she legit dipped on me right after we got there. I mean, I drove us there and she had to have called a ride to come get her, that was how wrecked she was after seeing this guy."

      "You think she recognized the guy?"

      "I'm pretty sure she did. You don't get that spooked from a stranger calling you the wrong name." I leaned forward, keeping my voice low. I knew Gabe had the room soundproofed but old habits die hard. "The guy from that night was a real wiener, like he couldn't scare kids in a haunted house with full serial killer makeup. I didn’t think too much of it until I got called into a meeting with Chaz today. That guy was there, and so was someone else" I took a deep breath before adding the part that was going to throw a sense of urgency on the whole situation.

      "Gabe, it was a cop."

      There wasn't much more that guys like Gabe and I hated more than a dirty cop. Gabe was ex-Special Forces – an army man. I was ex-FBI – both government soldiers but we executed our jobs in a different capacity. But the police force was the first line of home defense. They protected citizens at the street level while the rest of us had to focus on a broader picture. The police were the ones that were supposed to protect our parents and our siblings and God help us, our kids if we were lucky enough to have any. If you couldn't trust the police, then who was left?

      Gabe was nothing but silent and brooding as I told him everything I knew about the meeting with Chaz, leaving out the part about him pulling me off of my current assignment, roughing up the Affini's. Gabe and Angel went to the restaurant all the time, I knew. I didn't want them to try to contact the family – not when I was so close. Gabe's expression got darker and darker, until I got to the part about the photograph and wrapping up the conversation I handed it over.

      He took it from me and stared at it for a minute, saying nothing. Then he slapped it against his leg, yelled "fuck" and then fisted his hands in his hair and let his head hang low over his knees. Angel, who had remained silent through the whole story glanced over at Gabe in alarm. I had to echo her sentiment, seeing Gabe react so strongly to the photo meant David Ashley was probably on the right track and Jeanette was really this Gabriella Hensley. If that was the case, she really was in danger of being found, and I needed to know what Gabe knew.

      Like, now.

      "What do you know, man?" I tried to remain impassive, but the gravelly quality of my voice gave away how serious I was taking his answer.

      "This shit does not leave this office."

      "Yeah, that's a given." This wasn't my first rodeo for fuck’s sake. I'm a professional.

      "I'm not talking to you, Dino," Gabe said, but he wasn't looking at me. He was looking at Angel, and this was probably the first time I had ever seen him focus that stare on her. Normally when he looked at Angel it was either lust on his face or something gooier like hearts and flowers and shit. This was Gabe's business look. He wasn't fucking around.

      "I won't. I promise," Angel whispered. She meant it too, I could tell from the size of her eyes. She's never seen this side of Gabe before. Well, she was about to see something interesting, serious working Gabe was a force to be reckoned with.

      Gabe looked at the photo in his hand again and scrubbed his face over his hands. He took a deep breath, and with a voice as serious as a prison sentence he began, "When I first found this girl, you would not be able to tell she was the person in this photograph." He closed his eyes and swallowed, something about the memory was making it difficult for him to continue, but he regained his composure quickly.

      "I've done two tours overseas and I have worked some shitty security jobs where people have gotten roughed up. I have never seen a woman beaten so badly in my entire life. Not in movies, not in pictures, not ever." Gabe stared down at the floor, his eyes focusing on nothing, remembering some unnamed horror from a time years ago.

      "Her eyes were completely red from the blood vessels being broken, her nose was broken, and her mouth was ripped up. I don't mean she had a cut lip, I mean somebody hit her so hard it ripped her smile open on the edges. The cuts had started to scab over, and she could barely talk without ripping them open and bleeding again. And that was just her face. Multiple contusions, her arms and legs were covered in spots where the blood was pooling below the skin. Her right arm was broken, I could fucking tell by how it was hanging down next to her body. She looked like a fucking crime scene, man. There was blood in her hair that was days old. With her broken arm she couldn't even wash it out. I was on a job looking for someone buying stolen goods on the internet. I found her by accident, you guys. Fucking accident."

      His hands were trembling where they gripped his thighs tightly. He was still looking at something incredibly interesting on the floor as he spoke, like he couldn't bring himself to look either of us in the eyes as he told the story. Angel was silent, but she had her hand over her mouth, as if to keep the expletives inside, her eyes shiny with emotion. A dull roar was building in my ears. I could still hear Gabe talking but his words were coming from a million miles away.

      "If I hadn't found her she would have bled out. She had internal bleeding and there was a lot of damage in other areas too. There was tearing in her...in her...” and Gabe gave up trying to explain. He couldn't say the words, just gesture with his arms towards the lower regions of his body. We fucking knew what he was trying to say and as the implications sank in my vision grayed on the edges and then blurred red.

      "Why wasn't she in the hospital? Why didn't she call an ambulance? How did you even know to look for her?" Angel asked the questions in a hushed tone, like she was afraid to get the answers, but I wanted to know as well. Why? Why didn't she get help?

      "I was looking for someone who had been trying to buy illegal goods online, and she had been, but she wasn't the one I was looking for. The first and only time I have quit a job I'd taken. There was no way I could leave her like that. No way I could ignore it. She was hiding. She was on the run. She'd fucking driven like that coming from God knows where in a car she had to have paid almost her last cash dollar for, it was falling a-fucking-part. She was afraid to be found. If she went to the hospital whoever did that to her would find her. She was running away and bleeding to death slowly the entire time. I don't even know how she checked into that fucking motel looking like that – but it was a complete dirt hole so maybe they saw shady shit all the time. She had been searching on the Silk Road to find someone who would sell her a new identity. She was looking for something she could tell an emergency room that wouldn't ring any red flags if they looked up her name."

      "Like hell! Just looking at her like that would have any hospital anywhere calling the cops to come check her out! Waiting to get help wasn't saving her life, she could have died," I bellowed. Yelling at both of them, at no one, at the thought of Jeanette lying battered and bloody somewhere near death I couldn't control my rage.

      "Man, she didn't know what the fuck she was doing. I'm surprised she could even see, much less think straight. I've never seen someone so afraid in my entire life. I got her to the hospital where I knew people. I had to pull some fucking strings for that too – because she was so damaged even me having governmental pull at the time was not going to make it work.  While she was there I got her wrapped up tight like she was in the witness protection program. You look up Jeanette Clary you get a social security number and a full fucking back history right down to the hospital she was born at and high school transcripts.

      “And even after that. After the surgery and the recovery and the one million questions that the doctors and nurses and even myself asked, she wouldn’t tell us who did that to her. She would not give up her name or his. For all I knew she could have been jumped by a gang, that’s how bad her injuries were. I couldn’t wrap my head around them being inflicted by one person. No matter what kind of security I could offer her, and there was no way I could let her recover on her own, she wouldn’t tell me who she was. So, she became Jeanette Clary, and I helped her. Because no matter what kind of person she had been before, no one deserved what had happened to her. It makes me sick thinking about it, even this many years later.”

      Finished for the time being, Gabe did look up then, piercing me with eyes so hard his stare felt like a gut punch. “I won’t let anyone have her. Not a dirty cop, not Chaz Malone, and not you either. I don’t know what game you are playing with Chaz, but Jeanette doesn’t get to be a pawn. If I think you are a danger to her, I’ll take you out too.”

      I exploded, launching myself out of the chair and before I could even stop to think about it I planted my fist in his midsection, channeling all of my rage into the blow. He grunted and stepped back a few feet but didn’t fall. He must have been practicing because normally I was tougher than Gabe. I should know, we’d gone a few rounds before. For funsies.

      This time though, I was furious. Ignoring Angel’s pissed off yell of surprise I let loose. “Why the fuck do you think I’m here, you asshole? I came here FIRST. Not to talk to you, but to talk to her. I had to make up some fictional relationship with Jeanette so Chaz wouldn’t think it was weird that I was stuck to her like glue. Because I’m gonna be, you dick, so fuck you with your savior complex, I got this.”

      “Yeah, let’s talk about that for a minute, shall we?” Gabe countered, yelling back because sometimes it feels good to yell and I had really pushed his buttons with the savior complex comment. He for sure had one, but apparently didn’t like to be called out on it. “Why are you working with Chaz Malone? I get you have some personal project you are working on, but it’s been like a year, man, and I don’t see you getting any closer to whatever it is you are trying to do. I just see you running around town being a douche lackey. What is your operative? Tell me, and maybe I can help you.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not just about me, okay? It’s a family thing. Yeah, it’s a really weird situation, and most of them are kind of shits, but my Nonna is an angel. A fucking saint. And if there is a threat to her I’m gonna take care of it any way I can, alright? That’s all I can tell you because I haven’t been able to figure out the end game and I can’t fix the problem if I don’t know the cause.”

      “Your Nonna?” Angel asked, a confused look on her face.

      “It’s Italian for grandmother,” I told her absentmindedly.

      “You love your grandmother?”

      “Yeah, who the fuck doesn’t love their grandmother?”  Angel had lost her mind, why was she asking me those weird questions?

      “All right so let me ask you this,” Gabe asked, sitting down again and stretching his legs out, much calmer now that we had gotten our yelling out. “If you are so busy with your current undercover operation, what makes you think you can take care of Jeanette?”

      “Because I want to.” And that should be enough, I thought.

      “Why?” Gabe asked, and the small little half smile he was trying to hide behind his hand was pissing me off.

      “Because I fucking care about her, you shit!” I yelled, still standing because I was too mad and hopped up on adrenaline to sit back down. “I don’t have the right to care about anybody, not with how I am. And I know it’s a fucked-up situation and I know pretty much everything about me is a lie, but I care about her and I’m not going to let some dirty fucking lowlife douche who doesn’t deserve the uniform he wears to hurt her in any fucking way.”

      I wasn’t even done talking before I was tackled about the middle by a flurry of boobs and blonde curls. At first, I thought she was trying to take me down, but then I realized that Angel was hugging me.

      Hugging. Me.

      I threw my hands up in the air, palms out so Gabe wouldn’t think I was encouraging this act of affection. I didn’t hug. Hugging to me led to sex and this female did not belong to me so I couldn’t make the connection. Gabe thought it was fucking hilarious and the slight quirking of his lips turned into a full-blown grin. I wanted to punch him in his stupid happy face.

      “Oh I’m so glad,” Angel said into my shirt, giving me another squeeze before releasing me and stepping back. “You guys have been tiptoeing around each other for so long, I mean the sexual tension has been so obvious.” Angel sat back down in her chair, crossed her legs and clapped her hands over her knees, looking for all intents and purposes like the cat that swallowed a canary. Satisfied. “I mean, Gabe and I were wondering how long it was going to take for you two to just get it over with and have sex, but you actually like her. Like you like her, like her.”

      What the hell was wrong with these people?

      “Look I’m really glad you two are having such a good time with this, but the danger is real, and I need to find Jeanette and talk to her. Find out more information so we can proceed. If she’s not here where would she be?”

      “She took off early because she was pretty upset this morning.”

      “Yeah,” Gabe said, adding on to Angel’s statement. “Her car was loaded for bear, like she was going to skip town. We kind of had words.” Gabe’s face lost all color and I wondered just what words they had to have him looking so miserable.

      “So what makes you think she is still around?” Shit, if she was a runner there was no telling which direction she would go in. I needed to get to her early. We could work this out if she would let me help her. The thought of Jeanette being gone, of not being in the office to give me a hard time caused my chest to tighten painfully. I didn’t like it. She shouldn’t have to go any-fucking-where.

      “I’ll tell you in a second,” said Gabe, pulling out his cell and tapping away at it with a purpose. Damn that guy was fast when he wanted to be.

      “What are you doing?” Angel beat me to it and asked the question we both wanted to know the answer to.

      “Hm? Oh, all the later model cars come with some form of satellite tracking as a security feature in case of accident or if the car is stolen. I’m just pinging her car to see where she went.”

      “You are pinging her?”

      “Yeah, uh huh,” he answered without looking up, still swiping around on his phone.

      “Why do you have access to that on your phone?” I mean, it was a legit question I thought. Angel nodded at my question.

      “When she bought the car, I hacked it.” So matter of fact. Gabe had no idea how creepy stalker that sounded to the other two occupants in the room. One of whom he was currently in a romantic relationship with.

      “You hacked the satellite tracking on her car…does she know this?” Angel asked slowly, like she was kind of afraid of what his answer would be.

      “Yes I did, and no she doesn’t. You guys, Jeanette lives in a constant state of fear. She won’t give me any information to help keep her safe and alleviate that fear. It’s not like I ping her every time she leaves the office, you weirdos, but if something were to happen…”

      I got it. She didn’t want to get him involved but Gabe did what he wanted.

      Savior complex.

      “She’s at home,” Gabe visibly relaxed at this revelation, like even though she promised she was going home, he was still scared that she might have taken off. I was going to have to tread carefully with her, my little smart-mouthed rabbit.

      “Okay I’m heading over there right now. I’m going to try to work something out with her but it’s going to be sketchy. This guy, this David Ashley, he was really intense. I may have alluded to having a closer relationship with Jeanette than I actually have, to excuse the reason I was with her at the auction. The guy kept his cool, but I swear for a minute he looked like he was going to shoot me where I stood just for touching her. I’m telling you, it’s just a feeling. He puts on a good show, but the guy isn’t right in the head.”

      Gabe nodded his head in agreement. “What the hell kind of cop goes to the criminal underground for a missing person? The whole thing sounds sketchy.”

      “Oh I agree,” I added. “Incredibly sketchy. The guy wanted to rent some muscle to help him bag her if she’s the person he’s looking for. I’m pretty sure he’s already made up his mind, but because Chaz is a control freak, and not really interested in getting on your money’s bad side, Gabe, he kind of has the guy on a short leash while he’s in Chaz’s territory. I wouldn’t put it past this guy to make a quick move without waiting for any of us though.”

      Shit, this was going to be hard. I needed to get to Jeanette ASAP. I made a move to go for the door, but Angel stopped me. “Hold on for just a second. I have an idea.”

      She may have been an amateur, but it turns out, she was worth listening to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          Jeanette

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell rang a third time. I stood there, frozen in my dining slash weight room, unable to make a move for the door. It wasn’t until my phone rang on the table a few feet away that I was able to run and answer it, and even then it was only to silence the noise so whoever was at the door wouldn’t realize there was someone home.

      “I’m going to need you to answer the door. And when you do, I need you to not act surprised, or pissed, or any of those other emotions you like to throw at me on any given day. I need you to act happy to see me.”

      Dino? What was he doing here? Cautiously I opened the door and smiled, even though I wasn’t sure what I was smiling about. He was a vision of masculinity as per the norm. His eyes though, they were intense, blazing with golden fire and something else, urgency?

      “Don’t say anything, don’t look around and for God’s sake don’t push me away. I need you to roll with it, just kiss me back.”

      I didn’t even have time to think, wait what, before he swooped in and captured my mouth with his, lips pressing against mine while his busy tongue urged them open. Spearmint and sugar, that was the taste he left in my mouth as one hand snaked behind my back, touching bare skin because I had been planning on hitting the heavy bag in just my sports bra and leggings. Somehow though, I felt completely exposed as he walked me back into my apartment. He didn’t stop kissing me even after I heard the door shut and the lock click. I lost myself completely in his searching mouth and didn’t even think to question him until I heard the distinctive sound of zipper teeth and broke apart just in time to swat his hand right before he reached the halfway point of getting my bra undone.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I was panting but I was hoping he would think it was anger and not because I had been really into what he’d been doing.

      Because I had been.

      Into it.

      That smug asshole was completely composed as he leaned against my closed front door and looked down at me through hooded eyes. “I kind of wanted to see how far you would let me go,” he said with a grin. Then a wistful sigh as he added, “Not far enough but I’ll take it.”

      More shaken by that kiss than I wanted to admit, I didn’t want to make a bigger deal of it than I needed to because inside my body was on fire. I had thought about what it would be like to kiss Dino, dreamed about it even, but it didn’t even come close to mimicking the real thing. That fresh minty taste that lingered in my mouth. I licked my lips without thinking about it, trying to recapture the flavor and I bit my lip when I realized what I had done. Dino saw though, his eyes followed my every move.

      “I thought you were doing some secret agent shit, you horse’s ass,” I said before I swatted him in the shoulder. Mostly to break the tension of the moment but also kind of to get him to stop looking at my mouth like he wanted to try for round two. His eyes traveled lower and I realized that I was still standing about two inches in front of him with my sports bra half unzipped and I quickly stepped away from him. He stayed in his leaning position against the door though. The position was relaxed but there was something about him that screamed tension, as every muscle in his body was flexed and ready to explode. His light brown eyes still raged with intensity and I wondered again, not for the last time I was sure, what the hell he was doing here.

      “Dino. What is with the act? Who are you right now?” I might have been imagining the flash of pain that crossed his face, it was there and gone so quickly, but then the normal mocking grin was back, and he was moving away from the door and further into my condo, even though I had not invited him to do so.

      “You know, it’s funny, Jeanette, normally you call me a knee-breaking thug, or a wiseguy or some mean-spirited shit like that.” Dino wandered through the open floor plan of my condo, peeking into the few small rooms before eyeing the heavy bag on the frame in my dining room and grinning in appreciation. “But today, you said secret agent shit. Is your opinion of me changing?”

      No, my opinion of him wasn’t changing, he just kissed me stupid and in my addled state I forgot about our normal pick - until one of us is emotionally bleeding -relationship. There was something weird about him right now, I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something was just…off. Was I actually worried about Dino? Maybe.

      “Dino, I know you are more than what you claim to be. You forget I’ve worked with you and Gabe before. I know you have a history with the FBI. I may not know what it is, but you don’t just flip your middle finger to the government payroll to work small time for a hood like Chaz Malone. It’s below your pay grade. I just give you a hard time because you give me a hard time, and you always do whatever the hell you want to do anyhow. I wish I had that kind of freedom.”

      I’m not sure what exact part of what I said tripped his trigger, but Dino looked sad for the first time in all the years that I had made his acquaintance, and I felt a deep sense of grief over the loss of his cocky smile. But it was fleeting. His frown and my grief, because suddenly Dino wasn’t standing next to the heavy bag anymore, he was approximately one inch in front of me and I found myself with my back and legs pressed against the wall with nowhere to go.

      I should have been terrified. If it had been anyone else, they would have had my knee in their groin and the heel of my hand firmly shoved up under their chin with every ounce of strength I possessed because that is what I had been training for the last few years for. That I wouldn’t let anyone ever put me against a wall or have that kind of power over me again. If it had been anyone else they would have been howling in pain on the ground, but this wasn’t anyone else. This was Dino, and damn it if I didn’t want him to come just a little bit closer.

      He didn’t though. Just stayed that one inch in front of me, looking down with that sexy as sin half smirk that never failed to get my panties damp even though I always acted like I hated it. I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted to trace the outline of those way too sensual full lips with my tongue and taste that spearmint and sugar again. I was fire, he was ice. I wanted to make some steam.

      “The part of me that is always in character wants to tell you that I wish you would let me give you a hard time, Jeanette, but I don’t feel like being funny right now. I don’t get to do what I want. Ever. If I had that kind of freedom I would have been buried inside of you already. I would have imprinted the feel of your smart mouth on mine into my brain to remember for always, I would have acted on the urge that I have had so many times to rip off those snobby little business suits you wear and run my hands over every inch of skin that’s under it. I have held myself back from doing all those things, Jeanette, because I have to, and I hate it, and just once I wish I could let go and have something that I want for a change.”

      I was trying to remember all the reasons why I wasn’t allowed to touch Dino but fuck me I couldn’t think of a single one. All I could think of was that his body was right in front of mine, and he had just admitted to wanting me – me – and the amount of self-control he had to exert to keep from touching me.

      Fuck self-control.

      The top of his plain black button-down dress shirt was undone, like it always was. And like always I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the smooth tan skin of his neck. How just a bit of his collarbone was showing, and my hand was there before I could blink, or tell myself not to do it. My fingertips just barely touching what was showing through that open collar, skimming the surface. Light touches. Feather touches. Just a little.

      Dino froze. Every part of him so still the air around our bodies didn’t even move. I didn’t want him still. I wanted him to touch me back but the only part of him moving was his Adam’s apple while he swallowed down something, probably his desire. Because he did desire me, I knew that, he had just said as much. So why was he not fucking touching me?

      “Dino,” I whispered, afraid to break whatever moment we were having. “If you are waiting for some kind of permission, this is it. There are a thousand reasons why I shouldn’t be doing this with you, and I want to be able to tell you every one and I can’t. But if you want to have me in any kind of capacity, I’m giving myself to you now. Whatever you want, take it, because this moment may be all that we have.” I wasn’t going to cry, but it would have been appropriate if I did. The lies, this moment, everything I said was true. At a moment’s notice I might have to run, and I would never see him again. There was something about Dino’s urgency that made me ache, and suddenly there was nothing more important in the entire universe than getting his hands on me. I would need this good memory, I just knew it.

      “I’m afraid if I kiss you, and you find out my secrets, you will never let me touch you again.” Both of his hands were on the wall above my head, like he needed to brace them there to keep from putting them on me. His head bowed low over mine, so low I could feel his breath on my forehead and in my hair.

      “Then touch me and keep your secrets,” I whispered, before I took matters into my own hands, and my feathery touches turned more impatient as I skimmed the front of his shirt and pulled, as hard as I could. The satisfying pop of buttons spurred me on, because I only got it half undone, but one more tug and he was free of the confines of that piece of cloth, and I was able to run my hands up under his white undershirt, feeling the smoothness of the skin underneath.

      I’d missed my workout. I had energy to spare.

      It was like the thread of his self-control had been connected to the buttons of his shirt, because once I ripped that off of him he was galvanized into action, taking my mouth again with a fierceness that I welcomed. For the first time in years I was blind with lust, and I barely recognized the voice as my own but couldn’t be shocked at my words because I felt them with my entire body and soul.

      “Touch me, Dino.”

      His answering groan was an aphrodisiac, music to my libido as I moved my hands lower, to the zipper of his dark jeans. Now it was me taking liberties as I hurried to free that part of him that I wanted inside of me desperately. His hands on mine stilled me, just for a moment.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he murmured against the skin of my neck. Hurt me? No one in my entire life had ever worried about that before, and I would think about the implication of his words later, tomorrow, next year. But right now, I wanted him to bite the skin of my neck that he was breathing on. Lick it, suck it into his mouth and leave a mark so I would remember. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I moved his hands out of the way, reached inside of his jeans and holy shit there was nothing under them but skin, grabbed his cock and stroked it hard, probably harder than I should have.

      “Then make it count.”

      There were no more words then, just the sound of the zipper on my bra as Dino made quick work of sliding it down my arms. With a shake of my shoulders it hit the floor and I was standing there in nothing but my workout leggings, which were going to be fun to get out of considering they were pretty tight, as workout leggings are supposed to be. I didn’t need to worry. If I had thought that Dino would stop to touch my breasts once they were bare I was wrong, because he continued his downward motion with his hands and peeled those suckers straight down, never stopping until he reached the ground, even kneeling on the floor to do so. He took my panties with my pants and all I had to do was lift my feet one by one and I was laid completely bare. I hadn’t been wearing much to start with but was still impressed by the speed at which he disrobed me, the man was on a mission – and in a hurry apparently.

      I had given him permission, and those words that I had whispered so boldly were all that he needed, but before I could do more than grab the sides of his head to steady myself he slid one finger between my already swollen folds to test my desire and then buried his tongue deep inside. No teasing nibbles, no soft touches. Dino was starving for me, and he went right for the feast.

      And God it was so good.

      I couldn’t stop the sounds of pleasure being ripped from my throat; it had been so long since I had been touched – at all – in any way. My own choice of course, but still, it was magic. And Dino liked hearing me too. I could tell by the way he changed intensity in response to my moans, like he was listening to me, to my wants. To be loved in such a way, by this hot man’s mouth was something I had never experienced and before long that splintering feeling began in my thighs, spreading like electricity to my fingertips and toes. I screamed my release into the air above his head, fisting my hands in his hair, trying not to fall as my legs quivered through the orgasm.

      And still he didn’t stop.

      It wasn’t fair. Dino was here, on his knees and touching me, and I couldn’t reach anything below his shoulders. I wanted, no I needed more of him under my hands, and I tugged mercilessly at his hair to get him to stop his ministrations. Reluctantly he raised his head, and looking at me with passion-glazed eyes that accused me of taking his prize from him, he grunted. I kissed him then, a purely animalistic act considering I was essentially smearing myself all over his face, but I didn’t care, he didn’t care. We were animals right now, held back from what our bodies had craved for far too long, trying to cram years’ worth of sexual tension in one frantic encounter. There wasn’t time for gentle caresses, there wasn’t time for tender loving – I wanted him inside of me.

      Now.

      Those caramel eyes glowed, lighting a fuse inside me body that threatened to explode if I didn’t do something, anything to ease the ache I was feeling. I had minutes, maybe seconds before my world ended if I didn’t get Dino inside of me. I had been waiting years for this, imagined having him take me a hundred different ways to satisfaction. That’s what happens when you have nothing but your imagination to go on. But I couldn’t draw on that now, my instincts were telling me to take. Take from him while he was here, even if I had no idea why that was.

      Dino hummed then, a low sound, and because I must have hesitated too long stuck in the beams of his hot stare he began moving again and licked my lower stomach lazily. Just once, but before he could return to what he had been doing previously I pressed down on his shoulders. Not hard, just enough to let him know that I wanted him to move. He took my rudimentary instruction very well and laid on his back on the floor, his slow grin spreading on his face as he rested his hands behind his head, waiting to see what I would do.

      Any other time there could have been foreplay, I would take my time touching his body, tasting it as he had just done mine, but I couldn’t. The last few years between Dino and I had been foreplay, and my world was falling apart in a matter of days. I was greedy, I wanted to get as much as I could before he disappeared in a puff of smoke. Before I disappeared. I took advantage of his already aroused state and came down on him hard, surprising him so much that his eyes widened and he barely had time to grab the sides of my hips before I was moving again, sliding up and down, our bodies already slick with need.

      “Holy shit, Jeanette, too fast,” Dino panted, fingers digging into my thighs to slow me down.

      “Fast is all I have, Dino, give me what I need. What we both need.” I’d never held back from giving attitude to Dino, and I wasn’t going to hold back now. I was telling him what I needed from him, like all men claimed they wanted a woman to do in the bedroom. Or dining room floor. Whatever.

      So he did. I rose up and he pulled down, fast, faster. I could see the muscles in his abdomen flex with the effort, and the cords on his neck standing out as he fought to keep my grueling pace and give me what I needed. I came so hard and fast it took me by surprise and I almost didn’t know what was happening. Of course, I had orgasmed before, I was a grown woman, but twice in a row? Never. Dino was close though, and I wanted to watch his face as I gave him that pleasure, so I switched the pressure just a little bit and heard just how much he liked that from the rumble that started in his chest.

      Without warning I was flipped onto my back and Dino pulled out, letting the warmth of his release slide onto my stomach and thighs. After a moment he braced himself on his forearms and his worried face loomed above mine. Worried?  Why is Dino worried? I couldn’t think of a single thing that was wrong, I couldn’t think of much at all actually, my brain was mush.

      “Jeanette, we didn’t use a condom. I’m so sorry for pulling out so rough but I didn’t think until the last minute and…well I’m not an animal, Jeanette.” Dino leaned down and kissed me on the lips softly. He thought he could have gotten me pregnant. It was oddly…endearing. He couldn’t know that he needn’t have worried. That wasn’t something that could happen to me anymore.

      “At least one of us was thinking properly,” I murmured as he used the shirt I had ripped off of him to gently clean him from my body. His pants were down around his ankles still and his white undershirt was still on but pulled up front where I had brutally yanked it so I could touch his heated skin. Jesus, I was a barbarian.

      “Thinking? Fuck, Jeanette, I don’t think I’ve had a thought in my head since I kissed you when you opened the door. This is not what I came over here for, holy shit.” Dino ran his hands through his tousled dark hair, and for the first time since I met him, Dino looked at a loss for words. Like he didn’t really know what to do next.

      Alarm bells went off in my head then, and even though I was still completely naked and vulnerable, I heard the ice in my voice. “Just what did you come over for, Dino?”
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      I fucked up. Totally and completely screwed up my entire mission, and here was Jeanette, sitting naked on the carpet and looking at me like I was about to drop the world on her shoulders and I am.

      I fucking am.

      I came here to help her, instead I ended up fucking her on the floor like a crazed beast. I was the worst sort of shit human ever, but she opened the door wearing almost nothing and my brain short-circuited. I just thought I could kiss her, catch her off guard so she wouldn’t run screaming. I didn’t expect her to melt into me like butter. I touched her, and it wasn’t like I could untouch her. Not that I would. Nope. Jeanette would be branded on my body and mind until I died, that was the impact our sex left on me.

      She. Was. Amazing.

      And she was stuck with me whether she liked it or not because I would never let this David fucker come close to her again. I wouldn’t let her run. Now, I just had to tell her that without freaking her out even though I royally screwed up my intro.

      I didn’t regret it though. I did, however, regret what I was going to have to do now. I was going to have to take that beautiful moment we just shared and shred it. What I was going to tell Jeanette now was going to be the ultimate betrayal and I hated it. Hated that I had to do it.

      I waited until she pulled her clothes back on, waited until she had gone into her closet and pulled on an oversized t-shirt and stood in front of me, arms crossed, one foot in front of the other in a classic pose of impatience and waiting. Luckily it didn’t take me nearly as long to get myself back together considering I was still pretty much wearing my undershirt and jeans. I didn’t want to have to have this conversation with her with my dick hanging out. The long sleeve shirt I had been wearing went straight into the trash. It wasn’t such a loss, I’d sacrifice a hundred shirts just like it if she wanted to rip them off my body like she did earlier.

      I just didn’t think I would ever get the chance again once she heard what I had to say.

      “Dino.”

      That was it. Just my name. Playtime was over and it was time to come clean, well, as clean as I could.

      “About last Friday night,” I began slowly. I was so reluctant to even have this conversation and my normal confidence disappeared in a puff of smoke as she looked at me with guarded eyes.

      “You came over here to find out why I left the auction? Look, I know I owe you an explanation, but you could have called.”

      “You are going to want to let me finish Jeanette.” I let a little impatience creep into my voice and she visibly started at the change.

      “I just got back from a meeting with Chaz, which isn’t so strange, we have meetings every few days, but there were new people there. One of the guys was that numbnuts that called you by the wrong name.” I saw her weight shifting from foot to foot while her eyes glanced towards the front door, which I had positioned myself in front of on purpose. I was going to have to be so fucking careful with my next words.

      “There was someone else with him as well. A cop. He said his name was David Ashley.”

      It was an explosion of arms and legs, which is the only way I can think to describe it. I saw her begin to move so I reached out, just to stop her forward movement I swear to God, but she brought her leg back and straight into the center of my thigh causing me to come down on one knee. Her right arm shot straight out, and Jeanette Clary punched me in the fucking face.

      Holy shit I saw stars.

      I recovered quickly though, either she wasn’t that strong or she had held back to keep from damaging me, but I caught her right before she got the lock twisted in the door. Caught her and pinned her body to the door with my own, my arms holding hers firmly to her sides and my face in the crook of her neck. It would have been seductive in any other situation, but as it was I had to hold my face in her neck because she was trying her damnedest to head-butt me into a broken nose, which was already dripping blood onto my upper lip from the fiver she had given me seconds before.

      “Jeanette, Jesus fuck - stop it, I’m trying to help you.”

      “No,” she screamed, her voice high-pitched and reedy, on the very edge of a breakdown, “no one helps. No one! You are going to take me there, back to him. I won’t go. I won’t go.” The struggling picked up and I was afraid she was going to hurt herself in her frenzied attempts to get out the door. It’s the only reason I did it, but I wasn’t sure what to do to get her attention short of using more force to restrain her, and after hearing what I had from Gabe I knew I couldn’t do that. Instead I slammed my open hand on the closed door I had her pinned against. As hard as I could I slammed my hand down, the noise a cannon boom in the empty entryway to her condo.

      All movement ceased. Jeanette stood against the door, completely still; her eyes squeezed shut, not even daring to breathe. I hated myself for scaring her, but there was no other choice.

      I kept my face pressed into her neck, and spoke slowly, enunciating every word so she wouldn’t misunderstand. “Jeanette,” she shivered as my breath puffed against her skin, “I will never give you back to that man. Not now, not ever. I want you to trust that, if nothing else, okay? I am going to back up and let you go, because you got me pretty good and I’m bleeding down the back of your shirt. I need to know that you are going to be calm, and we can walk into the other room and sit down on that uncomfortable looking couch and talk about this. To help you I need to know some things, but I want you to know, you are not alone. Okay? Can I let go of you now? Are you going to trust me?”

      She nodded slightly, and I let go of her arms, backing away from her and the door. I was trusting her not to run now, and it was a big gamble because I don’t know that I could recover and catch her again if she were to try to take me out. Slowly she turned around to face me, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that she had shut me out again. That small little door that had been opened, when she had been moaning my name and I had been encased by the heat of her body – it was gone. I knew it would be before I started. I didn’t deserve that warmth.

      I wanted it anyway.

      “Trust you? Why should I trust you? I don’t even know you and you just came back from a business deal with the fucking boogeyman.”

      She trusted me enough ten minutes ago to let me put my dick in her, but I knew what she meant, and she was right. If what Gabe told me was true, and I had absolutely no reason to doubt him at all especially after her reaction to his name, then David Ashley really was the stuff of nightmares. He would be lucky if I let him live.

      “Come sit down and talk with me, I have questions that need answers if I am going to be able to pull this off and I need you to help me. This is delicate.” Jeanette arched her brows at me, distrustful of my words, but she still followed me back into her living room and sat on the cheap looking plaid sofa. Knowing how rich Gabe was, and how protective of Jeanette he could be, it was just strange to see her in such a sparsely furnished living environment.

      “We have about a day to get things situated before I am going to have to start reporting back to Chaz about you. Right now, no one is even sure that you are this Gabriella Hensley, and Chaz didn’t like having a cop from another state show up in his office digging for information.” Jeanette shuddered at the name, Gabriella, and she cut me off before I could tell her more about what was going on.

      “Why are you working for Chaz Malone in the first place, Dino? I think, given the circumstances you can tell me that much can’t you? My life is literally on the line right now, because he almost killed me last time, Dino. I won’t survive him again. You have to give me something. I need something from you.” She was trying so hard to hold her shit together, I could see it in the shaking of her shoulders and hands as she clutched them to her thighs, sitting ramrod straight on the couch as far away from me as she could get while still having both butt cheeks on the cushion. Her body was shaking but her voice was steady and full of hate for the man that for some reason was so obsessed with her that she had to create an entirely new identity just to get away from him.

      Ugh, she was right. I had to give her something, but what could I say without giving everything away?

      “You know, you might not think it, but I actually have a family,” I said. “Not a wife or anything, but I do have an extended family.” Jeanette raised one eyebrow in surprise but didn’t interrupt me. “It’s a little unorthodox, but they’re mine. Chaz Malone is threatening them, and I can’t figure out why. I’m working for him to find out, and when I find out I am going to destroy him from the inside out. That’s why I can’t tell you, I can’t let anyone know who I truly am. The more people that know, the more it’s a liability. Just know that I can’t afford to blow my cover with him right now, but it has actually worked out as a blessing because I happened to be in the right place at the right time for you. As of right now I am the pipeline of information from you to David. Help me get him off your scent. Fill in the blanks for me, Jeanette. What does this guy have on you? Who is Gabriella Hensley?”

      I pulled the picture out of the back pocket of my jeans. It was crumpled from our previous romp but still in good enough shape that the image could be seen.  Jeanette took it from me with still trembling hands, smoothing out the wrinkles as she stared at it, tears in her eyes.

      “You know the thing that people like about small towns? They like the closeness of community. Everyone knows everyone, and there is a major sense of everyone being connected. I took a job at a property management company in Bethel because it paid well, and I was working my way through community college. I was just a kid who was raised in county foster care, I didn’t have a family. I was an adult with no one, but I was doing fine that way, you know? I wasn’t raised in a horrible environment, no horror stories of abuse in a broken system. Just sterile, so I was really thirsty for love and acceptance when that tall drink of water in a blue uniform came into my office for the first time.” Jeanette smiled as she told the story, but her smile was dark and empty, completely void of any humor.

      “I don’t even know what attracted him to me, but it was probably because I was different. I didn’t come from that same small town where everyone knew everyone else, including their business. He was very caring and very attentive, and I was swept completely off my feet. A few months together and I had ditched my apartment to move in with David and everyone in town was asking about when the wedding would be. It was a fucking fairytale. Until it wasn’t.” Jeanette paused for a moment and her eyes snapped up to mine. “Dino, you know the first time he hit me I was so pissed. So pissed off, and I gave him the riot act. He was really fucking sorry, and I know they all say that, but he had blown up over something so stupid and I just could not believe he had let his temper get away from him like that. We had been together for over a year, living together for almost six months, so I felt like I knew him and that it was a freak occurrence.” She broke eye contact again, and still fingering that photo on her lap, stared off into space over my right shoulder as she continued. “The worst part wasn’t the hitting, because it’s not like I was a punching bag for him. I can count on four fingers the number of times he raised his hands to me. No, David was a monster in other ways. The first time he hit me I forgave him, and he went back to his normal self for a while. Something wasn’t quite right, but I assumed things were stressful on the force. Cops have a hard life, I know.”

      Yeah, it takes a special kind of person to deal with being a police officer, I got that, but this guy wasn’t that kind. I kept my mouth shut though and let her keep going. Get that story out that she had been holding inside for so long.

      “But he had to have control over everything, like I couldn’t handle anything on my own. I thought he was just overprotective at first and didn’t want me to worry about anything. Everyone in town would say, “Oh, Gabriella you are so lucky, David treats you just like a princess. You must feel like you found Prince Charming.” Swear to God they were all saying the same thing on repeat, but they didn’t know that my paycheck was direct deposited into a joint account, or that I didn’t have a debit card for that account. That David would put the gas in my car for me, then would check the mileage on my car to see if I was driving anywhere other than from the house to work. That he knew the hours I was in the office down to the people I talked to that day. It was so fucking weird. I would have thought that he had my office bugged if I didn’t know David’s true power. His charisma. People were just compelled to tell him things. Good old Officer Ashley, Mister Protect and Serve. He could get a person involved in any kind of polite conversation and get any information on me he wanted. I couldn’t get a pack of gum at the grocery store without David knowing. I wasn’t allowed to have friends - that was what brought about the second time he hit me.”

      I was hanging on her every word, just waiting for her to give me something that I could nail this guy to the wall with. I don’t know what made him a bigger piece of shit, that he was a dirty cop, that he could hurt a woman, or that he had done those things to Jeanette. It didn’t matter, she would have her life back, and he would fucking pay.

      Tell me something, Jeanette, I begged inside my head. Tell me something to put him away.

      “I became pretty good friends with one of the girls in my office. We hired her to be the receptionist after I had been there a while and they noticed I was better at accounting than the person that was currently in that position. With some company shuffling I took over that position and we hired Sarah. She was close to my age and in school too, we used to joke that we were each other’s work wives.”

      A small ghost of a smile drifted across her face as she remembered Sarah, but she wasn’t done talking so I said nothing, just kept waiting patiently for the information that I knew was going to make my blood boil. I knew we should get moving, that I should tell her the plan we had come up with, but I couldn’t interrupt her. Not when she was finally getting it out.

      “I went out for a couple of drinks with Sarah, and we stayed out a bit late. I wasn’t paying attention to my phone and I didn’t answer his calls or texts. Thirty-seven of them in a four-hour period to be exact. When I got home from the bar he was waiting for me as soon as I opened the door. I didn’t even get a chance to say anything before he had me.”

      What the fuck does “had me” mean?

      “My hair is naturally curly, I spend a lot of money on product to keep it this straight,” Jeannette patted her messy ponytail and let it slide through her fingers and over one shoulder. “But it was curly then, and I remember when he grabbed the hair at the back of my neck his fingers were instantly tangled. When he threw me down to the floor his hand stayed caught in my hair because of the curls and it ripped a chunk out. Hurt worse than when he split my lip, and he hadn’t even meant to do it.”

      There must have been something in my eyes then, something that gave away what I felt because Jeanette pinned me with a look. “We haven’t even gotten to the bad parts yet, Dino, so calm down. You wanted information so I’m going to tell you, but you have to keep your shit together.”

      The irony of Jeanette, who was on the run and one step away from a complete breakdown telling me to keep my shit together was not lost on me, but I just nodded and let her keep going.

      “He dragged me up the stairs to our bedroom where he made me strip and then proceeded to give me a full search, all cavities included, to make sure I hadn’t been cheating on him. Then, while I cried and begged him to stop, he held my face down on the mattress and smacked my ass with his belt. A hit for every five minutes I had been gone. It would have been only forty-eight slaps with the belt, but I got away from him and he added a few more on for extra punishment.”

      Her voice caught on the word punishment, and the sob was building in her throat, I could hear it. I wanted nothing more than to pull her across the couch into my arms, but I couldn’t. I had ruined that part of her that would have allowed me to do it, so I stayed on my side of the couch and listened some more.

      “I was too embarrassed and degraded to have had my ass spanked until it was bloody by my own fiancé that I almost didn’t say anything. But my friend Sarah, she and I had gotten close, so I confided in her. I cried in my car on our lunch break and she sat in the passenger seat of the vehicle in shock. Then when I was done telling the story she proceeded to call me a liar and explain that she had gone to school with David her entire life, and she couldn’t understand why I would say such shocking things about him. Whatever was going on with me, she said, it wouldn’t get better by wrecking his reputation. That was when I first realized my problem was bigger than David. Bigger than just leaving him. Because that was the thing. Everyone in that town was a Sarah. They all knew David, just knew he couldn’t be capable of such things. So I ran. I didn’t get far at all before he found me and dragged me back home. To be honest I wasn’t very smart about it. I had used my credit card, the only one I had that I was normally too scared to use and registered the room in my own name. He left a lot of marks on me that night. So I tried to go to the police station and file charges. Do you know what it’s like to try to file charges on a police officer in a small town? It was a joke. David played a good part too, stating that I had mental issues and was committing self-harm.”

      Jeanette barked out a laugh, “I found myself admitted to the eighth floor of the county hospital. The one where they put the crazies on suicide watch. And when they finally let me go, I was released to David, who took me home after being thanked profusely by the hospital staff for being such a kind and caring man to put up with and stay with a woman like myself who had so many emotional problems. Not a single fucking soul believed me. I was trapped, being held prisoner, and no one could see what was going on. No one wanted to.”

      “What happened the fourth time?” I asked softly. She’d said he’d raised his hand to her four times. That was three, and if there was one more time, I knew she was referring to when Gabe found her, and I couldn’t imagine what she could have done that would cause someone to beat another person so badly.

      “I made him so mad, Dino. Oh I did something he would never have let me do. I opened a bank account in my own name, without him. He found the fucking checks when he was going through my purse one night after I went to bed. I was trying to get enough money to get away you see. I was going to buy a car outright with cash and I was going to drive until I couldn’t drive anymore. I was going to get as far away from David as I could, to a place where he had no access to me at all. I almost got away too, but he found that fucking checkbook just a few days early, man.”

      A few days early? That didn’t make sense. It almost sounded like she wanted him to find it.

      “That checking account was a red herring.” Jeanette leaned in like she was about to tell me a fascinating secret, like the whole time she had been talking hadn’t been like something out of a made for TV movie.

      “The money in it was real, I planted a chunk in there too, enough to make him think I’d been squirreling it away for a little bit. I had too, but in a way that he would have never known about. He thought he had me pegged, and I thought I had outsmarted him.” I was having trouble following this part of her story. The money, a fake checking account, how she had accumulated enough money to leave, but I was brought up short by what she told me next.

      “I hadn’t counted on him finding the pregnancy test.”

      Oh God. I couldn’t even ask. I didn’t have to though, because she kept talking, strangely without emotion for dropping a bomb like that.

      “I hid that fucker at the bottom of the kitchen garbage too, and I was going to take the trash out the very next morning. If it had been nine hours later it would have been on the back of the truck and on the way to the dump, but David was so damn thorough in his checks. He’s a fucking psychopath.”

      I agreed silently.

      “David never wanted to have kids, and after he started showing his true colors I made sure that I took my birth control pill like clockwork. I didn’t even want to sleep with him but, well, we know how much control over my own body I had in that relationship.”

      Not fucking funny.

      “Ninety-nine-point-nine percent effective against accidental pregnancy. There was no way for me to convince him that I was the point one percent. I hadn’t a single chance to convince him that I wasn’t sleeping around, pregnant with another man’s child just so I could leave him. That some other man was going to take care of me. Better than he could? No way. He made sure that would not happen. He beat me so badly I couldn’t move, just lay on the bed bleeding as he handcuffed me to the bed frame while he left for work. I remember him kissing me on the forehead and whistling as he went down the stairs. He beat me to near death and left, making sure I couldn’t go anywhere while he was gone. I knew that if I didn’t get out of there right then, he would kill me as soon as he got home. Or maybe he thought I would die while he was gone and he would figure out what to do with my body after that, I don’t know.”

      I wanted to ask her how she got out, how she was able to get out of that situation, but I didn’t have to. She kept right on talking. I have no idea how long we had been sitting there talking, and I knew that we probably needed to get a move on soon, but I couldn’t move from my spot on the couch.

      “As smart and as calculating as David was, he didn’t remember that he kept a spare handcuff key in the nightstand drawer. It would have been a cleaner getaway, but I was so fucked up with injuries that I broke my arm when I stumbled and fell down the stairs. I would have been happy then, if I would have died there but I didn’t, and since I didn’t I had to keep moving. I had to implement the plan that I had meant to move on previously, just a little bit earlier than I had meant to. I had tons of money at my disposal, none of it traceable by David, but I just couldn’t liquidate it fast enough.

      “Where did you get that kind of money?” I asked. And I did want to know the answer, because according to Gabe, Jeanette did have her own money. She did have enough finances to fund a new life once she got away, she just couldn’t liquidate it fast enough, and that was why she was trying to buy a new identity on the black market, through a sketchy pirating website.

      “Bitcoin,” she said simply, and my mouth opened in shock. “Yeah, cryptocurrency, Dino, I’m sure you’ve heard of it. Well, not just bitcoin, although in the beginning that was what I had the computers at the office set up to mine but then there was feathercoin, lightcoin and a couple of others. I even thought about Hobo Nickles but there wasn’t much going on there…”

      Hobo nickels? What the fuck was she talking about?

      “Jeanette, you are really fucking smart aren’t you?” I hadn’t meant for her to think that I had thought she was stupid, but I was certainly seeing a different level of nerd coming out in Jeanette as she rattled on about building mining computers to digitally mine cryptocurrency as an experiment early on before her relationship went sour.

      “Of course I don’t mine it anymore,” she continued like she hadn’t heard me ask the question, “but I’ve been trading and investing it for the last probably ten years I think? Since it first started. I’m really glad David tuned me out when I started talking about it all those years ago, Bitcoin saved my life.”

      Bitcoin saved her life? I didn’t know much about it, but I could fucking read just like the next blue-collar asshole. Bitcoin was worth a lot of money, and if you were one of those people who invested early on, that shit could make you richer than Jesus. Bitcoin made Billionaires.

      “Are you a rich girl, Jeanette?” I asked cautiously. It didn’t really matter to me if she had money or not, it wasn’t the issue, but I was just learning so much about her personality that I was curious.

      “I mean, I don’t have as much money as Gabe does, but I could afford to be on the same golf course as him if I wanted.”

      Whatever the hell that meant. I wanted to ask a billion other questions, but my phone dinged in my pocket.

      “All right, time to put this plan into action.”

      “What plan?” Jeanette asked, instantly suspicious.

      “Plan hide and seek,” I said, and I leaned over to her side of the couch before she could move out of the way and I kissed her square on the mouth.
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      I had no choice but to trust Dino as he hustled me out of the condo with nothing but my purse, not even my car keys, and into strangely enough, Angel’s muddy as fuck Jeep.

      “What are we doing?” I asked, because Dino had just rocked my world, scared the shit out of me, and then listened to me tell him the story of my whole sordid past, then kissed me and shuffled me out the door like it was lazy Sunday.

      “I said plan hide and seek. We hide you, David tries to seek while I lead him on a wild goose chase and convince him that you are not Gabriella Hensley, but Jeanette Clary, who, incidentally does not have a David tattoo on her inner wrist like he claims.”

      “Laser removal. And I didn’t want to have it done, he pressured me saying it was a perfect way to show our commitment to each other. He doesn’t have one though, ironically.”

      “Why would he?” Dino asked, eyes narrowing in what looked like disgust. “The owner doesn’t wear a collar, the pet does.” Well didn’t that just hit the nail right on the head? I should have been upset by the revelation, but I wasn’t. I had realized the type of twisted relationship I had with David a long time ago for what it was, and I could only find a sense of relief that someone else saw it too. If only I could have met someone like Dino all those years ago, would I still be me?

      My condo was on the South end of town, closer to the city of Maumee and the quiet suburbs but as I sat in the strange silence of the Jeep Dino drove us towards the downtown area. I winced as the Jeep hit a rough patch in the road and I bounced around in the passenger seat. Dino barely jiggled and he gave me that little half smirk I always loved/hated when he saw me rubbing my butt.

      “Don’t drive the Anthony Wayne Trail much do you?”

      “Not if I can help it,” I muttered. “This has to be the worst maintained stretch of road I have ever driven on.”

      “No way, they try every year to patch the holes, but every winter the ice and salt tear it up. In the spring it’s the worst, holy shit, but this late in the fall it usually isn’t so bad since they spend the whole summer doing patch work.”

      “That sounds like a lot of road work for the summer.”

      Dino laughed, a real laugh, and I felt a twinge in my chest at the realization that I had never actually seen his real full smile before. What was he hiding that he was never able to show himself to anyone? I felt like I saw a unicorn, and that smile was infectious. I had no reason to smile at all, but somehow seeing the sides of Dino’s eyes crinkle up with mirth made me want to do the same. I didn’t even know what was funny, but it didn’t matter.

      “Girl, in Toledo we only have three seasons. Almost winter, winter, and construction.”

      “You said we, Dino. Are you from this area? You seem awfully familiar.”

      If I could have eaten the question and never let it out of my mouth I would have, the smile disappeared from his face like it had never been there to begin with. Dino dropped his head and focused on the road.

      “I have some family out this way.” And that was all he said for the rest of the drive.

      It was an uncomfortable silence that Dino tried to fill with music, but he turned the radio on and some distorted guitar noises and the crashing of drums filled the Jeep. I pushed a couple of buttons to try to change the station, but all the presets had the same storm of music, where all the instruments and the vocals seemed to be vying for attention at the same time.

      “Holy crap, Angel listens to a lot of screamo,” I said as I turned the radio off. I would rather have uncomfortable silence than listen to that headache in the making but it succeeded in breaking whatever gloom had fallen over Dino for the last fifteen minutes of the car ride, and for that I was grateful. I had plenty of things to be depressed about, but for some reason I didn’t like to see Dino like that. It made my chest ache.

      We pulled up to a small brick apartment building on a corner, only two floors high and I couldn’t see how far it went in the back, but couldn’t have been very big though. The parking lot had enough room for about fifteen cars tops and there were only three in the parking lot including the Jeep we were in. One was Gabe’s Lexus, and the other was Dino’s. The sign sticking out of the grass in front of the building had said “Washington Arms,” and I had never actually been here before myself, but I had heard of it.

      “Why are we at Angel’s apartment building?”

      “Hide and seek,” was all Dino said, but he was smiling again and damn if it didn’t feel like the sun had peeked out around the clouds. He was so confident, I felt a little kernel of hope in my chest unfurl into a tiny bud. It was an unfamiliar feeling, and I rubbed the spot over my heart with the heel of my hand to see if it would go away. It didn’t.

      “Okay so Angel said to go in the door and up the stairs, first door to the right, and whatever we do, don’t make eye contact.” Dino rattled off the instructions as he walked to the entrance and I had no choice but to follow him or stand dumbfounded in the parking lot.

      “No eye contact? What the hell does that mean?” It was too late anyway because as I walked to the front door I met the eyes of a grizzled old man staring straight at me from his bottom floor apartment window. The yellow curtain was flung open wide and he was standing in front of the glass like it was a door and he was going to walk right through it. But he wasn’t walking, he was standing still. Just standing there with his arms crossed over the chest of his dingy white t-shirt and a disgruntled frown on his deeply wrinkled face.

      “No idea, but let’s go.” Dino pulled my arm gently to steer me into the building, effectively extracting me from the impromptu staring contest. The old man made no other movement aside from inclining his head slightly in what I assumed was a greeting. Weird.

      The instructions weren’t necessary because as soon as we walked through the door I heard two familiar voices arguing up the stairs. They sounded really close, and even though the apartment complex was pretty small they had to have a door open somewhere. We followed the bickering up the stairs and found Angel and Gabe standing in a small apartment. Gabe had on a hoodie and a pair of basketball shorts, a far cry from his normal three-piece suits and his brown hair was sticking up in all different directions like he had been running his hands through it. He was holding a garbage bag in one hand, and a stack of shot glasses in another.

      “No you may not throw those away. Those are from my collection,” Angel said, hands on her hips and a mutinous expression on her face.

      “It’s not a collection, it’s clutter.” Gabe held the stack high over Angel’s head as she reached to swipe them out of his hand.

      “That’s my Glass City Rollers shot glass, it’s precious. And besides, I use these when the girls come over for story time.”

      “You can keep the Glass City Rollers one, because it’s got a derby girl on it, and roller derby is cool. But if you want to keep the rest of these you need to find a better way to store them than all over the countertops,” Gabe thundered, his voice echoing off the walls of the tiny room that was one-half kitchen and the other half living room. “And in case you hadn’t noticed,” he added, “you haven’t had story time in a while, and we are trying to make room for a guest at the moment.”

      “Fine!” Angel huffed, making one last leap and swiping the shot glasses out of his hands, narrowly missing sending them flying to the floor. “You’ve got plenty of room, I’ll just take them over to your house since I’m pretty much moving in anyway.”

      “You will not bring your inability to get rid of anything over to my house. You will bring yourself and what you need and nothing else.” Gabe sounded panicked as he stared her down, probably concerned that she really would bring her stuff over to his place. I peeked in the doorway, reluctant to come all the way into the apartment because they hadn’t yet noticed we were there. It looked clean, but there was stuff everywhere. Every surface had a stack of something on it, like she had too many belongings and not enough places to put them.

      “Love me, love my clutter,” Angel ground out from between clenched teeth, and then she yipped as Gabe pinched her in the side, just above the waistband of her pants and then pulled her in close with his hands on her waist.

      “Well I do love you,” he said, before he covered her mouth with his. It wasn’t a short kiss, and after a moment his hand started making its way up the front of Angel’s shirt. This was coming close to voyeurism, and I glanced over at Dino to see if we should interrupt. The look in his eyes took my breath away. Blazing liquid gold and staring straight at me, I felt the heat of his gaze and it caused a ripple to spread straight up my spine. After what we’d done this afternoon, and the things that had happened after, we were caught in a very gray area. I didn’t want to hope for another go around with him, but standing in the damn hallway of Angel’s apartment, with Dino looking at me like I was food, I kind of couldn’t help it.

      Embarrassed at the entire situation I cleared my throat to get their attention and the two broke apart, not looking the least bit guilty about being caught making out in their open apartment. Gabe had known we were there, I was sure of it. Especially after I noticed how he had stealthily removed the stack of shot glasses from Angel’s hand and dumped the entire stack but one in the garbage bag he still clutched like a weapon while she stood there, slightly dazed. I would have laughed if I wasn’t in my own state of confusion and semi terror. There was no way Gabe was going to let Angel fill his house with clutter like her apartment was, and he was not above using dirty tactics.

      I was beginning to get an idea of what “Hide and seek” was all about.

      “Hey guys,” Angel waved in greeting, a pink flush in her cheeks. “What was the holdup? I actually made it to the store and got all the stuff before you got here. Did you have trouble convincing her to come, Dino?” It was an innocent enough question coming from Angel, but I was acutely aware that Dino was wearing just an undershirt with his jeans, as we had pretty much destroyed the one he had worn to my house. Also, he hadn’t explained a single thing about what was going on, so I didn’t really have an excuse for why it took us so long to get to the apartment.

      There is no way they could know though, what we were doing, could they?

      Well, Angel wouldn’t know, but when I glanced up at Gabe I was surprised by the look of fury in his eyes, but he wasn’t focused on me. No, he was staring above my head and behind me, at Dino.

      Oh shit.

      Dino wasn’t taking it lightly either, he was standing there completely unaffected, hands down at his sides like he didn’t have a concern in the world. But his eyes told a different story. They challenged Gabe. Say something to me right now, his eyes spoke silently. I really didn’t want it to come out that I had pretty much ripped Dino’s clothes off and begged him to have his way with me on the carpet, I was still digesting it myself.

      “I made it a little difficult for him, I’m sorry. I still don’t really know what’s going on, but I get the idea that I’m not supposed to run. I’ll be honest, every part of me is screaming to get in my car and drive as far as I can. So if you guys have something you want to tell me, we should probably talk about it now.” I hoped the talking didn’t involve me rehashing my past experiences anymore. Telling Dino my life story had sucked my energy away. I really didn’t want to go over it again.

      Dino and I walked all the way into the small apartment and he shut the door behind us. Gabe opened his mouth to say something but Angel cut him off and started talking a mile a minute, excited to tell me that plan.

      “It boils down to this. A bad guy is trying to find you. He thinks he may have hit the bullseye but isn’t sure, right? That’s what Dino is supposed to be doing if I’m correct, identifying if you are the person he’s looking for? Well, all Dino has to do is convince him you aren’t, and all we have to do is make sure that he doesn’t run into you in the amount of time it takes for Dino to do that. Hide and seek. Simple.”

      Simple my ass. There were a shit ton of holes in that plot and they clearly did not know how deep down a rabbit hole David Ashley was willing to go.

      “That was an awfully simplistic plan that has no hope or prayer of working,” I said gently. Bless her heart for trying though. “Don’t you have questions about why he’s looking for me? I could be a career criminal. I could have done something seriously bad.”

      “Nope,” Angel replied. “One, that’s bullshit, no one would think that. Two, even if I had never met you and formed my own opinion about what kind of person you are, Gabe and Dino have your back, so I do too.”

      Such a simple statement, said without hesitation. Actually, Angel was looking at me like maybe I was a little soft in the head for questioning her. Gabe stood next to her and slid his arm around her waist, pulling her close to him, silently supporting the words that had just come out of her mouth. I felt Dino’s body close behind me a moment before his hand touched my shoulder. A gentle touch, but the comfort it brought me was like a weighted blanket swallowing me up with its warmth. I was almost overcome with their unified show of support. Even without knowing all there was to know. Support I had never had before, back home. The support that could have saved me from having to run in the first place.

      My throat was scratchy, and my face felt hot, I needed to change the mood before I lost control and shed a tear for God’s sake, so I cleared my throat and asked, “So what’s hide and seek all about? I kind of get it, but I need someone to spell it out because I’m scared as fuck. David is an obsessed psycho with a power complex, and I would rather die than be found by him again.”

      “Welcome to your safe house,” Angel exclaimed, throwing her hands wide like she was revealing the grand prize in a game show. Gabe groaned and I felt more than heard Dino’s laughter as his chest vibrated behind my back. I leaned back an imperceptible amount, just a little. I just wanted a little bit more of his warmth at my back. It reassured me for reasons I couldn’t explain and didn’t really want to examine at the moment. His hand tightened on my shoulder, just a tiny bit, but I felt it and tried to relax. I wasn’t a scared young woman anymore, completely alone with no one to help her from the bad guy. I was an experienced woman, with backup. I had friends whose job it was to know how the bad guys work.

      Maybe we could do this. Maybe we could win.

      “The deal is this, Jeanette,” Gabe interjected, putting his hand over Angel’s mouth when she tried to start talking again. “Angel has been staying at my house for a while now, this apartment is more like just the place she keeps her excess stuff, so it is absolutely the perfect place for you to stay.” He narrowed his eyes at me and pinned me with a glare. “And I do mean stay. No running. None of us are going to let anything happen to you, okay? But you have to cooperate. You. Will. Stay. Here.” He pronounced every word slowly and distinctly, so I wouldn’t misunderstand. “Dino took Angel’s Jeep because we want your car to stay at your house, and we didn’t want Dino’s flashy car being the last one seen at your place. Angel’s Jeep will stay here, with you, although I don’t want you to go anywhere for a few days. At least not until we get a handle on a few things. I think you have a stomach bug, you need to take a few days off work. I’ll still go to the office every day, but you know I don’t have shit to do there anyway, so I’ll be working on pulling background on David Ashley and see if there is anything I can use.”

      “You won’t find anything, Gabe. I’m telling you, the guy is the town hero. He’s so clean he squeaks when he walks. I wouldn’t be where I was now, cowering in terror of being found, if he had anything on him I could have used as leverage.”

      Gabe shook his head slowly. “You’ve been gone a long time, Jeanette. You took his prize away from him. You are the only single person he ever showed his true self, when you took that away from him how long do you think it would take for him to crack and show it to someone else? For him to go this far to find you after all this time of dead ends, on what? The word of someone else who happened to run into you by accident and maybe though you bore a passing resemblance? I saw the photo, Jeanette, you are not that girl anymore. This guy sounds desperate. And crazy desperate people are the most fucking dangerous, but they also get careless. I’m going to find it, that something he was careless about.”

      I believed him. I had no choice.

      “And what are you going to tell Chaz? I assume you are going to have to report back to him about me before you go back to whatever you were working on before.” I looked at Dino expectantly, I assumed that he would be leaving me here and going about his business after leaving me in Gabe and Angel’s hands. “Thank you for the help, I’m sorry you had to get involved but I appreciate the quick thinking.” It wasn’t like I could say thank you for the mind-blowing sex that I am sure meant nothing to you, but I will forever remember, to him for God’s sake. I apparently had the wrong choice of words though, because Dino stiffened, and I felt, rather than saw him completely close down on me. It was like a light went off behind his eyes and his expression smoothed out into one of complete indifference.

      “Well, you are welcome for that,” he said as he put his hands in his pockets and walked towards the door. “I’ll just tell Chaz that this David guy obviously has the wrong girl. I’ll make up a story about a hideous birthmark or something. I’m sure it will be fine. See you guys later, I gotta get back to the D.” He gave us the two-fingered salute and walked out the door, shutting it behind him maybe a little too firmly causing the plates in the small kitchen to rattle in their cupboards.

      What did I say? I was letting him off the hook. He was the one who said he was working on an important family issue. He should have been grateful I wasn’t hanging on him and begging for more help than he could give. With a shrug I turned back to Gabe and Angel, but to my surprise they were both looking at me with something close to anger in their expressions.

      “What was that all about?” Angel demanded. She wasn’t talking about Dino’s exit.

      “I have no idea?” I really didn’t. Dino had left in a snit for sure.

      Gabe crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head at me, “You know, he came to you first.” Gabe’s brows were drawn close over eyes filled with accusation. “He may have gotten to us because you weren’t at the office like you normally are, but he came for you first. Remember that.”

      I think he wanted to say more but there was a clinking sound right outside the apartment door. I thought maybe it was Dino coming back for something but then I heard a feminine giggle. Angel sighed and stomped towards the door, immediately agitated although I didn’t know why. Until she swung the apartment door wide and in stumbled two small elderly women, a dark-haired one holding a glass half full of a light green liquid and a little gray-haired lady carrying a full pitcher.

      “Oh, hello, Angel dear,” the dark-haired one said in mock surprise. “We heard a bunch of voices and thought there was a party.” The gray-haired lady snorted softly behind her hand but didn’t say anything.

      “Looks like you started your party without us, Jolene,” said Angel dryly. “And shitcan the act you old eavesdropper. How long were you standing in the hallway listening?

      Jolene wrinkled her nose up in disgust. “We couldn’t hear anything, and we almost got caught by that glass of water that left in a hurry a few seconds ago. He left out of here like someone had lit a fire under his butt. Should have sent him over to my place.” And she erupted into peals of laughter, at the kind of blatantly sexist joke that only little old ladies can get away with in this day and age. So he really had been mad, huh? I guess I didn’t handle that well.

      “Here’s another reason this place is so well guarded,” Angel gave the two old women the side eye as she spoke. “Jeanette, meet the neighborhood watch. This is Jolene and her sidekick, Gerta.” Waving her hand in front of the dark-haired woman first, then the little gray-haired lady second. “I love them to pieces but two nosier biddies you will never ever meet. No one comes into this building or out of it, without these two noticing. Or Gary,” Angel added as an afterthought. “You don’t see Gary too often because he likes to stay inside his apartment, but he lives right under me, so you will hear him for sure. He wakes up with nightmares sometimes from the war. PTSD,” she said sympathetically.

      That must have been Gary I saw on the way in.

      “Jolene, Gerta, this is my friend, Jeanette. She is going to be staying here for a few days while some things are being taken care of at her house. It’s kind of a secret that she’s staying here though, so no telling secrets okay?” Gerta nodded politely but Jolene’s eyes narrowed at the word “secrets.” I was willing to bet by the way she rubbed her hands together that secrets was Jolene’s favorite word. I began to worry a little as to the effectiveness of our plan.

      “A lady shouldn’t have secrets from her landlord, Angel.” Jolene sounded like she was getting ready to play let’s make a deal.

      “A lady doesn’t day drink and eavesdrop outside her tenant’s apartment door, Jolene.” And then both women smiled and laughed. A couple of weirdos, it was clear they had played this game before.

      “You are going to need to buy my silence,” Jolene demanded, while Gerta looked around for a place to set her pitcher before finally settling on a side table that only had one stack of notebooks taking up the surface space.

      “Okay fine, I’ll write you into my next book.”

      “I want to be young and beautiful with big boobs,” Jolene said, a triumphant smile creeping across her face. “And I want a dark and handsome man like the one that ran out of here upset earlier.”

      Ugh. Another reminder that I had said the wrong thing to Dino. Guilt started creeping in, eating away at the edges of my fear. I was so conflicted.

      “Deal, but don’t bug Jeanette too much. Gabe and I are leaving soon but that doesn’t mean she is going to be up for company.”

      “We won’t,” the two chorused as they turned to leave, Jolene snagging the pitcher that Gerta had previously put on the end table.

      “Uh huh,” Angel said as she shut the door behind them. “I bet they come back tonight. They are harmless, and really great fun to be around. Gerta and Jolene have the best stories ever, I just like to give them a hard time. If I don’t keep them in check, they will run right over the top of me. Jolene owns the building so if you have any questions or issues she will certainly be able to help you.” Angel clapped her hands together loudly, scaring Gabe who had been staring at the door after the two ladies left, like he was checking to see if he could hear their footsteps walking down the stairs. How nosy were those two anyway?

      “So here we are,” Angel looked around the room excitedly as she gave me the tour. “It’s small but it’s cozy and I’ve done some of my best writing here. I’ve been spending most of my time at Gabe’s, so the fridge and cupboards were pretty much empty. Gabe and I bought some groceries. I know we wanted to leave your condo as untouched as we could so it didn’t look like you left in a hurry or anything, so I picked up some clothes and essentials. Everything in the bathroom is new as well as the clothes and things on the bed.”

      “You even bought me new clothes?” I asked, incredulous. A lot of thought had gone into this. Dino had only been at my condo for a couple of hours, how did they pull all this off?

      “Well, yeah. That’s okay isn’t it? I know your sizes from when we went shopping for your dress. I mean, Dino yanked you from your house with nothing but what’s in your purse. It’s kind of a big one but I doubt you have spare undies or pajamas in there, do you?”

      Gabe spoke up before I could reply, “Jeanette, you still seem to be laboring under the impression that you are in this by yourself. You’re not. We are your friends, you need to let us help you. That includes Dino.” He frowned as he spoke again. “And as far as he is concerned, you can act like nothing is going on between you two, and maybe there wasn’t before. But the Dino that was here a few minutes ago is not the same Dino that was in my office, demanding information from me so he could help you better. All I’m saying is, just like you, there is more to Dino than anyone else knows. But you know what kind of man he is in the way that counts. He’s a fucking mystery, and he pisses me off on the regular, but if I’ve needed him, he’s always been there. Don’t push him away.”

      I didn’t answer, and Gabe didn’t need me to. He was giving me something to chew on after he and Angel left. Like I needed an excuse to think about Dino. My thighs were still sore from straddling him and I still felt the heavy weight of him inside my body. The hard part would be to not think about Dino.

      “I’m heading back into the office after I drop Angel off at home. I need to at least have a presence there in case Chaz or David decides to have the building watched. They know that Jeanette Clary works for me, so I’ll probably be the next person under surveillance if they decide not to take Dino’s word that you aren’t Gabriella.”

      Gabriella. I hated even hearing the name, and I was grateful that even hearing the truth, everyone, including Dino, continued to call me Jeanette without hesitation. Gabriella was gone. David Ashley had killed her.

      “I have a gig at Nasta’s tonight,” Angel piped up. “Can I take the Lexus?”

      “You can take the Escalade. I like Nasta’s, and Jesse runs a relatively tight ship, so the bar is generally pretty safe. But it’s right across the street from Affini’s and they’ve been having some trouble lately with vandalism and petty crime. The Escalade has a better security system on it than the Lexus, I’ll feel better knowing you are driving that instead.” Gabe said it conversationally, but I knew the area of town he was talking about. I hadn’t heard that about Affini’s, they had the best authentic Italian food around. That place was a local landmark.

      “Safer? Or you hacked the satellite tracking for it on your phone like Jeanette’s car?” Angel asked with her eyes narrowed, lips pursed, and eyebrow raised as she waited for his response.

      “Wait what?” This was the first I heard about this.

      “Nothing. Come on Angel, let’s go.” Gabe changed the subject by coming over and giving me a quick bear hug. Angel didn’t want to be left out, so she wiggled in with us until it was a three-way squeeze, her huge boobs pressed up against my arm. I couldn’t help but laugh, it was so ridiculous.

      “We love you, Jeanette. Let us take care of you. Stay here for now and we will work it out. Even the boogeyman has no power during the day. You aren’t in that tiny town anymore, and David Ashley doesn’t have the kind of power here that he had there.” Gabe and Angel were almost to the door but before he opened it he had one more thing to say.

      “I don’t want to downplay your previous situation, because I know what I saw when I found you, so I mean no disrespect. But David Ashley sounds like a textbook sociopath, and even though he’s dangerous – I’m dangerous too. Dino even more so than me. Trust me. He does not know who he is fucking with.” Then he and Angel were gone, and I was left in the small apartment, alone with my thoughts.

      Well, maybe not just my thoughts. Even though the apartment had a lot of clutter, it really did have some form of organization, and I sort of figured it out based on Angel’s personality. The living area was her office and workspace. There were notebooks with scribbled notes inside stacked on every surface. And books. There were books everywhere from popular romance authors, to indie titles I had never heard of. I picked up one with a half-naked man on the front and a wolf in the background. The synopsis on the back looked interesting - shifters? Hmm…I set that aside for later. Wandering into the bathroom I noticed the fresh tube of toothpaste and toothbrush still in the package on the sink. There was a brand-new hairbrush and fresh towels laid out. The bedroom had some department store bags on the bed, and in them was exactly what Angel had promised, clothes. There were some bras and panties and socks, as well as a couple of pair of jeans and some shirts along with a silky soft sleep set in pink cami and shorts with lace on the hem.

      She’d thought of everything.

      I sat down on the bed, contemplating what I was going to do with my time since I couldn’t leave the apartment, when I heard a tentative knock on the apartment door. Fear gripped me briefly until I heard a feminine voice call out, “They left, dear, I saw them. Let us in, let’s have story time.”

      “What’s story time?” I asked as I opened the door to reveal two sets of twinkling eyes and two mischievous grins.

      “It’s where we drink margaritas and talk about men,” Jolene said as she brushed past me into the apartment like I am sure she had done with Angel an innumerable number of times.

      “Oh yes, young lady, it’s no good to be alone in here when we are right downstairs.” This was the first time I think I heard Gerta speak. She had such a soft-spoken voice.

      “Well I am not opposed to the company,” I replied, and I wasn’t. It was probably much better to have someone to talk to than to be left alone with my thoughts. And these ladies certainly were interesting, if just a bit overbearing. “But I’ll have to pass on the alcohol, I don’t drink.”

      Jolene gasped and lifted her hand to her chest, squeezing her yellow polka dotted blouse as if my words gave her chest pains. Gerta looked panicked, like she had just shown up with a plate of hamburgers and I told her I was vegan. It was adorable.

      Jolene tried another tactic. “How do you know, girl, maybe you just have never had a really good drink before?”

      “Maybe she has to take medication, Jolene. Is it for health reasons, honey?” Gerta was obviously trying to keep me from feeling uncomfortable, but equally incredulous that I could pass up a good margarita.

      “Oh no,” I assured both women. “My health is fine. I just don’t drink because I like to be in control at all times.” It was the best way I could explain it without having to say more than I had to.

      “Well that’s no fun,” grumbled Jolene, and I took pity on her confused state.

      “Well, story time sounds fun anyway, so if you ladies don’t mind drinking my share, I’ll make something to eat?” Angel had said there was plenty of food and I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. My stomach picked that moment to audibly gripe at me and the other two ladies heard it.

      “Let’s raid the fridge, dear. You are just skin and bones. That won’t do at all.” Gerta took my arm and walked me to the kitchen, which was the other half of the same room we were already standing in so it was only a few feet. Gerta rifled around in the fridge and pulled out a jar of pickles and a block of Colby cheese. “Look what I found, Jolene!” she crowed.

      “Pickles?” I asked. I wasn’t sure pickles were something to get excited about.

      “Those aren’t just pickles,” Jolene exclaimed, looking perturbed that I would even look down on them. “Those are Tony Packo’s Pickles n Peppers, girl. Pop one of those in your mouth with a chunk of Colby cheese and you will be in heaven.” Jolene grabbed the items from Gerta and started opening drawers, rifling around until she found a fork, and then pulling a chef knife out of the knife block, she turned to me again. “Sit down on that sofa over there, young lady. I’m gonna give you an education on a good old Glass City staple.” Then she turned back to the counter where she started cutting little cubes of Colby cheese and arranging them on one side of a large plate while Gerta arranged pickle slices from the jar on the other end of the same platter.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never heard of Tony Packo’s,” Jolene mumbled under her breath, and I stifled the laugh that bubbled up in my throat so she wouldn’t get offended. These women were so colorful, and I loved them already.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you just a tiny little glass?” Gerta asked, holding up what looked like a small juice glass from Angel’s cabinet. Her face was full of shining hope as she continued, “It’s my very own recipe and I’ve perfected it over the years. Going once…going twice…”

      Well, maybe just one small taste wouldn’t hurt.
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      I ought to paddle her ass.

      Dismiss me with a “thanks for your help” will she? Thanks for your help? Like I was a bag boy at the grocery store and I just loaded her groceries into her trunk for her? Okay. I understood that she had a lot going on, and I wasn’t going to take that away from her, that shit was scary, but if Jeanette Clary thought she was going to dismiss what happened between us this afternoon with a simple “Goodbye, thanks for playing,” she had another thing coming.

      Damn it, I was pissed.

      I drove my car all the way back over to the shit hotel I was staying at on the East Side, still pissed off when I got to the room even after the twenty-minute drive. I could have rented an apartment, but it was easier to go week to week in an extended stay. It was good enough for a traveling businessman and it was good enough for me. The hotel was just a shit hole for what it was supposed to be and located across the street from the one and only casino in the city. I remember when it was built, Nonna had expressed her concern about it over the phone. She told me she thought it would attract the wrong kind of clientele to Toledo. I remember what I told her then.

      The riff-raff finds a way to be where it wants to be, no matter what the surroundings. There are just as many assholes wearing suits and carrying briefcases as there were toting guns and covered in tattoos. It didn’t matter what your outside looked like. A piece of shit was still a piece of shit on the inside. Nah, I wasn’t worried about the element around the hotel. I just didn’t want to sleep where I took a dump. Detroit, or the D as it was called by the locals, was where Chaz Malone set up shop. He did most of his work there too, Toledo was just kind of a side area for him. Mostly drugs and some prostitution, but Chaz had guys that handled that.

      No, his real fascination with Toledo had to do with Affini’s restaurant, and hell if I knew why. I didn’t trust myself not to blow my cover if I stayed on the same side of town as the restaurant, but I also wanted to be closer to them than I was to Chaz Malone, so the East Side it was. Right off the expressway, it was forty-five minutes to Chaz, but only ten or fifteen to Nonna. Too bad the only time I got to see the place was when I was hanging around the property pretending to be an asshole to my own sister and grandmother.

      The first time I had shown up at the restaurant I had only been able to give Vanessa a quick text message of warning.

      I’m coming today, when you see me, you don’t know me. Tell Nonna and everyone in the kitchen. You. Don’t. Know. Me.

      Her reply had been: What the hell are you talking about? I can’t talk right now I’m busy, we had two kitchen staff quit this week and we are shorthanded.

      Yeah, I knew why they were shorthanded. Chaz had been sending local boys to scare and rough up some of the staff as they were leaving the restaurant. Broke into a couple of cars and stole the purse from a server as she was walking to her car at night. Petty hood shit. Stuff that might have gotten the attention of the cops if there had been enough of them to go around. As it was, the Toledo PD was so damn busy the best they could do for Nonna was tell her to install security cameras facing the parking lot and tell the staff to leave in pairs after closing. It didn’t help that Chaz sent different people every time.

      Until I volunteered to be head asshole.

      In reality I did it to make sure no one went too far and actually hurt someone or did major damage, but Chaz seemed to like that someone was willing to go that extra mile to be a douche bag to a little old lady and her family restaurant. I swore once I found out what his deal was I would punch his face in. It would be hard with Eddie and Gordon around, but fuck I’d find a way. Maybe it was overkill, maybe I could have gone about this another way, but the whole thing just seemed so personal. Until I could figure out his reasoning, I couldn’t figure out a way to make him stop short of getting him arrested and put away for something unrelated. And it wasn’t like I didn’t have enough on him for that –but there is a little thing called probable cause, and I couldn’t afford to start something and have him walk free on a technicality. Especially considering right now I was sort of…off the clock with the Feds.

      My immediate supervisor had texted me every day for the first week I was gone, probably trying to get me to come back before I made an irreversible decision. There was no reversing the decision though. I had family issues to get through. Once that was done I would figure out what I wanted to do for work, but I wasn’t overly concerned about it. I was simply doing now, the same thing that I did for every job, pretending to be some-fucking-body else. My apartment in Chicago packed up in storage along with my truck, and me, all I had with me was what would fit into my BMW. It was an older model, still a nice car but I wouldn’t cry salty tears if something happened to it out here.

      My fucking truck though? Let some strung-out gutter rat touch my Canyon Denali and I would stain the sidewalk with his ass. When things were more stable, and I went back to actually having a home to go back to, I would take my baby out of storage. Until then, I drove the old BMW. I wondered if Jeanette would ever take a ride in my truck.

      As I stripped off my clothes from the day and headed into the small bathroom to shower off my irritation I was reminded of what happened earlier that day. I’d had sex with Jeanette Clary. I know her name was technically Gabriella Hensley but to me she was Jeanette, and since she didn’t seem too attached to the old name, I didn’t feel honor-bound to use it.

      Fuck her old life, it could burn in a garbage fire.

      I’d only meant to rile her up, to get her going in a good heated back and forth with me, get her loose and in her element. That was why I kissed her. Not because I had been thinking about what she would taste like for the last five or so years. Not because I was scared she was going to be taken from me before I could figure my shit out and approach her like a normal human being like she deserved. I had meant to push her buttons, but I had no idea she would melt into me like that. She was too good to let go of. And then the next thing I knew she was telling me to take her, even demanding it of me.

      How could I refuse that? There wasn’t a man on the planet with that kind of self-control. And if there was, I didn’t want to meet him.

      The hot water beat on my back and I turned to let the spray wash over my chest and abdomen. As I worked the soap into a lather I saw Jeanette’s face in my mind again, how instead of closing her eyes when she came she stared straight at me, so I could see the exact moment the orgasm took her. Shit, I was hard just thinking about it. I slid my soapy hands down to my raging erection and worked my slick hands over my cock, thinking about the ways I had wanted to take her.

      I hadn’t wanted to fuck her on a floor. No, what I wanted to do was lay her gently down on a bed, on her back so I could spread her legs wide and see how wet she was before I put my mouth on her pussy. I wanted to watch as I slid my fingers inside of her, watch as her ass lifted in the air, I wanted to feel her legs wrap around my waist as she greedily sucked me in. I wanted to fuck her slowly. I wanted to take my time.

      I could see it in my mind, hear her husky voice as she moaned for me, sliding in and out of her, running my hands over those perky tits of hers just like I was running them over my own cock in this tiny fucking shower. I came in my hands, just like that, panting against the wall of the shower while the sputtering water went from hot, to lukewarm, to cold.

      Damn it. I wanted more from Jeanette than just a romp on the rug. If I had to take out every nightmare she ever had and destroy it in front of her for Jeanette to understand that she was allowed to have a real life again, I would. Then I would take her out to dinner at my family’s restaurant and introduce her to my Nonna. My grandmother would love her, and fuss over Jeanette like crazy, I was sure of it. Vanesa wouldn’t even be able to find anything about Jeanette to complain about, and if she did, I had no doubt Jeanette would put her in her place. My sister was a good girl, but our family situation made her way too fucking uptight.

      Yeah, things would change soon and we could both have a real, regular life. There was just some shit I had to take care of first.

      I was drying off with the shitty postage-stamp sized piece of sandpaper the hotel called a bath towel when my phone rang. It was Vanessa, and I debated answering it because she knew she wasn’t supposed to contact me while I was doing this job. I had expressly forbidden her from contacting me because I could be with anyone when she called, we couldn’t afford to have my cover blown. After a couple of rings, I picked it up. There was no reason to be worried about my cover in this hotel room, and I could read her the riot act after she told me what was up her ass so bad that she had to break the rules.

      “You know the rules, Vanessa.”

      “Fuck you, Dino, did you know? Did you know this was going to happen?”  Holy shit, what was going on?

      “What, Vanessa? What are you talking about? What happened?”

      “They fucking set a fire, you asshole.” She wasn’t yelling at me, she was crying. My hard-headed half-sister was crying into the phone at the same time as she was cussing me out.

      “Who?” I demanded, even though I think I knew. “Where?” Even though my guts were twisting with the answer already.

      “The dumpster behind the restaurant, there was an explosion. I didn’t see who did it, but you know, Dino. You know who it was.”

      “Where’s Nonna, Vanessa?” I was proud of myself for how calm I was being, even though my vision was graying, and I could have passed out at any second. Vanessa gulped back her tears and took a deep breath.

      “She’s riding in the ambulance with Fedo, our line cook. He was taking out the trash when the explosion happened.” I didn’t know this Fedo, he must have been a newer hire to replace all the people that kept quitting.

      “Is she hurt?” My voice did tremble on the question because if so much as a hair had been disturbed on my Nonna, I would light Chaz Malone on fire and watch him struggle to put himself out myself.

      It must have been hearing the emotion in my voice that calmed Vanessa down, because she sounded much more composed when she said, “No, Nonna is fine, but she’s very shaken up and feels responsible. Fedo was knocked down and has some abrasions from the blast but nothing life-threatening. The restaurant is closed pending the police investigation and there is yellow tape everywhere. Nonna is going to stress herself into a heart attack and who knows if we will be able to reopen – if no employees will even want to work there anymore?” Vanessa’s voice caught on a sob, “Why is he doing this to us, Dino? Why won’t he leave us alone?”

      I didn’t know. And I should have known by then, but I didn’t, and it was fucked up and I was so frustrated.

      “Where are you? I’m coming there now.” Fuck the whole thing. Fuck Chaz Malone and fuck his secrets and fuck this stupid part I was playing. My family was hurting. My Nonna needed me.

      “Nonna said to make sure you don’t come.”

      Ugh. My insides turned to dust at those words. I’d always wondered how my grandmother was handling things. After the first time I had to come to the restaurant swinging a bat and breaking all of the outside lights in front of her, Vanessa had made sure she had been the one working, and Nonna had been elsewhere so she didn’t have to witness her grandson’s shame. Fuck, my Nonna hated me. This was where this stupid job had taken me.

      “She said for me to tell you, to finish what you started.”

      What? I gripped the phone so tightly in my hand I felt the plastic case crack around the edges. “What?” I whispered the word that echoed what had been ricocheting inside my head.

      “She said she knows you’re working hard to fight that man, so don’t come. Don’t undo the progress you’ve made.” Vanessa choked on a little sob then, showing me that she wasn’t as held together as it sounded. “She said maybe though, you can hurry up a little. Dino, I’m scared. I don’t want to lose our restaurant, but I can’t let this keep happening to Nonna. Is it the restaurant that he hates, or is it us? The family?”

      “I don’t know, Vanessa,” I admitted. And I didn’t fucking know, but I was going to find out.

      “I knew you didn’t do it, Dino.” Vanessa whispered into the phone. “I’m just so fucking scared. I don’t know what to do. I’m headed to the hospital and after we take care of Federico I am taking Nonna to Uncle JoJo’s place in Bowling Green. She needs to be away from this, and the restaurant is closed for a little while anyway.”

      “I can go to Uncle JoJo’s and see her.” He wasn’t my Uncle JoJo, technically he wasn’t even my step-uncle, he was Vanessa’s mom’s brother, but he’d always been nice to me as a kid.

      “No, you can’t. Don’t blow your cover, brother. Just…keep doing what you need to do to find out why he is doing this to us. I’ll take care of Nonna.” That was all the signal I was going to get that she was ending the conversation, and the next thing I knew there was dead air because Vanessa had hung up the phone.

      Fuck. This. Shit.

      Too far. Chaz had gone too far, and he’d just told me to lay off the Affinis. I couldn’t even call him and ask, because I shouldn’t even know about it yet, I was supposed to be working on the Gabriella Hensley situation. I couldn’t go see my Nonna, and Jeanette was treating me like a stranger even after we’d had sex in her dining room. Where the hell was I going to go?

      I went to the one place everyone goes when their world is falling apart – the bar.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Well, I cheated a little bit. I wasn’t supposed to go to Nonna’s and I wasn’t supposed to go to Affini’s, but there was no reason anyone would be able to come up with for why I couldn’t go to a bar. And if Nasta’s happened to be across the street from the restaurant, well then wasn’t that a coincidence?

      The place was jumping actually, for nine on a weekday, but everyone was spooked by what happened at the restaurant, and since rubbernecking was a past time as old as prostitution, everyone at the bar had an idea of what was going on.

      “Probably drugs,” said one young hipster to his group of friends as he sipped a hard cider that he had poured from the perfectly good bottle it came in into a pint glass, trying to pretend it was an actual beer.

      “Maybe they owe money to the mob,” exclaimed the bespectacled girl next to him. Her hair was short and dark and stuck up all over in artfully arranged spikes. It was supposed to look messy and casual. I bet she spent a shit ton on that haircut in a salon that played techno music and only hired trendy young people wearing lots of eyeliner when they were freshly graduated from cosmetology school. I turned away from their group and contemplated my Sammy Boston Lager. Man, I was a cynical dick tonight.

      “That place is run by the Affini’s, and Rosalina Affini is one of the nicest old ladies you will ever meet. What happened out there was a scary damned tragedy, and you aren’t doing that family any favors by gossiping about it like a bunch of hens.” The young bartender with the strawberry blonde beard looked over at the group disapprovingly. “Angel’s about to start a set, why don’t you go bug her for a little bit while you can? She loves it when people yell “Free Bird” from the back of the bar while she is opening up for requests.”

      “Damn, Jesse, we’re sorry. We didn’t know you were friends with the restaurant lady, but you don’t have to send us on a suicide mission. Jesus,” a girl with ketchup-red hair and a septum piercing, who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five whined.

      Jesse smiled and flicked the towel he had been wiping the bar within their general direction. “Be a little more mindful, is all I’m saying, you guys.”

      “Sorry, Uncle Jesse,” the group chimed as they walked closer to the tiny corner where Angel was setting up her guitar and mic.

      “You are a little young to be anyone’s uncle don’t you think?” I asked the young bartender, mostly because I was the only one at the bar and felt the need to fill the empty space with conversation for some reason.

      “And yet I feel like I have lived a thousand lifetimes,” the young man named Jesse said as he sighed tiredly. He did look rough. He had dark shadows under his eyes and his beard looked in need of a trim. Everyone has their own set problems they have to deal with, don’t they?

      Angel started making noises on the mic at the other end of the dark bar and I turned to look at her. “I’d like to start off the evening by playing a song for my friend D, who is here tonight.” Oh fuck me, please no. “I want to play this song especially for you, because even though you may not be as big of a douche bag as I had originally thought, unless you have something you want to tell Jesse tonight, this is how I am going to treat you forever and ever, until you die.” Then she blew a fucking kiss in my general direction and started playing an actually really well executed acoustic version of the All-American Rejects, Gives you Hell.

      “Jesse, man, can I get a shot of whiskey? Two shots of whiskey I mean?” Jesus, Angel was never going to forgive me. I wasn’t welcome at the restaurant, I wasn’t welcome with Jeanette, shit was I not going to be welcome here either? I could have just gone back to the hotel, but the thought of laying alone in that shit stick after the news I got seemed like the last thing I wanted to do.

      “What did you do to her, buddy?” It occurred to me that Jesse didn’t know my name. And why would he? I had only been in the bar a handful of times, and the only time I had actually spoken to him was when Jeanette and I had come in for Angel’s music kit after she had gotten spooked and ran out of the bar when one of Chaz’s guys tried to take her out. Admittedly it was my face that had scared the shit out of her, but that was a big misunderstanding. It didn’t help that I had to tase her to calm her down. Shit, actually, the list of reasons Angel was probably mad at me was pretty damn long.

      “Uh, Jesse, I think I need to clear something up here.” Jesse put two shot glasses down on the bar in front of me and started filling them with warm amber liquid. “I don’t know if you remember, but a few months ago when Angel had a problem and had to leave in a hurry, I came in with a woman to pick up her gear.”

      “Oh, I remember you,” Jesse said with a grin as he pushed the shots a little closer to me.

      “I may have misspoken about the reason Angel took off that night.”

      “Mhmm, how so?” He stroked his beard, waiting for me to continue.

      “I told you she pissed her pants and left embarrassed and that was a lie.”

      “Oh I know.”

      I couldn’t have heard him correctly. “You know?”

      “Oh for sure, especially after Angel came back for her next gig and had her finger in my face talking about that - No good Doucho and his fucking lying lips. She was pretty pissed.”

      “If you know,” I said slowly, “and she knows you know, then why did I just have to do this?”

      “Because she was mad and wanted you to squirm? Because she wanted a reason to sing that song? I don’t know, man. But she looks super happy right now, look at her.”

      I glanced over the dark bar at Angel, who was still singing what boiled down to a “fuck you Dino” song to me and I had to admit Jesse was right. The lights shone down on Angel as she sang and sported a shit-eating grin. Her eyes twinkled as she caught me looking at her and she threw me a wink. Okay, she got me. She could have this round, Jesus Christ. I knocked back the two shots one after the other, letting them burn all the way down to my belly before taking another swig of my beer. I looked over at the young bartender who looked like he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. I was jonesing for something, my family, a friend, someone who didn’t hate me or at least didn’t know me enough to be mad at me for something. Emotions were boiling up inside me that I was having a hard time keeping in control. My bones ached, and I was so damn exhausted from trying to pretend I didn’t care about anything, when everything I did was because I cared too damn much.

      Jesse caught me giving him the eye and in his best bartender customer service voice he asked, “You have the look of a man with a heavy load, man. What else can I get you?”

      I pulled a wad of cash and slapped it down on the bar. I wouldn’t be ready to leave for a while. “Well,” I said slowly, thinking it over. “We can start with two more shots of whiskey, and then you can ask me again.”
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      Time sure flew by when you were entertaining two drunk old ladies. I actually really enjoyed myself, and even allowed myself to have two whole margaritas and had to admit, Gerta had been right. Her margaritas were a lifetime work of art. They went down tangy, yet smooth, then exploded ten minutes later like napalm when I stood up to use the restroom and realized that someone had tilted the room about thirty degrees from where it had been.

      Jolene called me “Stumbles” for the rest of the night. I couldn’t even be mad at her for it. They were a joy to be around, each woman telling me stories of husbands, former lovers, and tons of stories about Toledo. Those women knew everyone, holy crap. They were like a little elderly information network, it was amazing. I learned all about the tattoo shop where Gerta got her work done, which happened to be the same place where Angel had gotten hers. I remembered hearing about the barbershop baby fiasco, and it was just as funny hearing Jolene tell the story as it was when I heard it from Angel. I learned about the old lady that owned the best Italian restaurant in town, and how her only son had turned out to be such a waste of space, but she had a family she was proud of, regardless. And how the bar next door to the tattoo shop had almost fallen into ruin until the handsome young son of the owner came into town and picked it up out of the ashes of fiscal failure.

      I also learned that Gary in the apartment below me had been courting Gerta, who hadn’t yet moved on from the death of her fifth husband a few years back. She thought it had been long enough, and maybe she would let Gary take her out since he had been so earnest. “He’s a lovely man,” she’d said, while Jolene snorted into her margarita glass and mumbled something under her breath about “gonna break a hip if you don’t slow it down.” I didn’t ask her to repeat herself, old ladies having a more exuberant sex life than I did, which was just a notch over nothing, was too pathetic to say out loud. Good for them though.

      After I said goodnight to the ladies and heard the two different apartment doors shut downstairs, I was truly alone for the first time. The silence in the small apartment was deafening, and I wondered what the hell I was going to do with myself. I wasn’t tired yet, and I was in an unfamiliar place. A hot bath would be calming, but it was an apartment bathtub, and I didn’t think I would be very comfortable trying to get a good hot soak in a tub the size of a washbin, so I opted for a shower instead. There’s something to be said about beauty rituals, shaving legs, applying body lotion, brushing my hair until it lay glossy against my shoulders – it was calming. And when I slipped into the new adorable and - so Angel like - shorts and cami set I felt like a new woman.

      There was no way, even if he didn’t believe Dino that Jeanette Clary was not Gabriella Hensley that David would sniff out my hiding place. Not tonight anyway. Tomorrow was a different day, and a different situation. I was strong now, I had spent the last six years training my body like a weapon. And even if he did somehow manage to get me alone, all I had to do was fight until help came, because I was not alone. Other people knew. Other people believed me.

      I didn’t have to be afraid anymore.

      It still scared the shit out of me though, when the entire apartment blazed with light, until I realized it was a car pulling up to the front of a building.  Angel’s apartment faced the street and was located on the corner, so any traffic coming from the opposite direction shone their headlights directly into the windows if the curtains were parted at all. No wonder those old ladies kept an eye on who was coming and going, it was better than a damn doorbell.

      I peeked out the window from behind one of the thin billowy curtains, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw who got out of the taxi. He had his back to me as he paid the driver through the open passenger side window, but I recognized those shoulders and back. I’d stared at them as he walked away from me enough to know who it was, swaying a bit as he walked up the sidewalk to the apartment and hit the buzzer on the front door.

      Holy shit it was Dino - and was he drunk?

      The buzzer beeped to the apartment and I prayed to whatever God was listening that it was only loud in this apartment and not the whole building. I pushed the button by the door that would unlock the downstairs and looked around frantically, at what I wasn’t sure. I was in a tiny pair of shorts and a cami top with no bra. He had seen me naked already once that day, but for some reason I felt so much more vulnerable in these sweet feminine pajamas than I did previously. I needed something else to wear, some armor or chain mail or even a fucking hoodie would work.

      It was a very unfamiliar apartment, I was reminded of that as I was running to the back bedroom to get something to throw on and stubbed my toe on the part where the kitchen linoleum changed to the carpet. I launched myself across the floor, cracking my knee on the same damned end table that Gerta had put her pitcher on earlier that afternoon.

      Stars exploded behind my eyes at the same time I heard a loud knocking on the apartment door. Shit!  Double Shit! If he kept pounding on the door like that he was going to wake up the whole building. As it was I wasn’t all the way sure Gerta and Jolene wouldn’t be standing behind him in the hallway. Limping my way to the door I swung it open, nervous about what to even say to him after I had apparently insulted him this afternoon.

      Hot damn he was delicious. He’d traded his button-down look for another pair of dark wash jeans with a tight black V-neck shirt. The kind that looked like it had been painted on with a brush, but in reality was probably super soft and comfortable. I wanted to touch it. Shit. I hadn’t even said “Hello” or “Come in” or even moved from the doorway yet. I was frozen, tongue glued to the roof of my mouth and I was afraid if I did try to speak all I would be able to say was “Please.” Because I was two breaths away from begging him to touch me like he did earlier, all from looking at those golden-brown eyes. Those eyes that had gone from slightly unfocused and tipsy when I opened the door, to laser sharp and angry as he looked me up and down.

      “Why the fuck are you bleeding?”

      What? Bleeding? What the hell was he talking about? I looked down and saw a thin trail of blood trickling down from a small, but ugly looking scrape right above my knee. Oh, I must have just done that. My breath hitched on the inhale as I looked at the angry red cut. It never hurts until you look at it. Now it stung like a bitch.

      I was barely able to muffle the screech as I was swooped up in Dino’s arms and plunked softly on the couch, the door shutting loudly behind him. I cringed at the noise, but Dino just moved about the apartment wordlessly, ripping off a paper towel in the kitchen and running cool water over it, then returning to the living room to kneel in front of my and dab gently at my leg.

      “It’s not so bad, I just fell because I’m not used to this apartment in the dark.”

      “Should have turned on the light,” he murmured as he went about his nursing duties, gently poking at the small cut and blotting away with the wet towel. Satisfied that he had cleaned it properly, and that it really was just a small cut and nothing major, he looked up at me, still kneeling on the floor while I sat on the couch.

      He was clearly under the influence. I could smell the light odor of whiskey in the air around him. He didn’t reek of it, and it wasn’t even an unpleasant smell, but it was enough for me to know that he had been drinking. I shouldn’t be so turned on by him kneeling on the floor, especially when he was doing something as clinical as tending my superficial wound, but it wasn’t fair that he leaned in super close, pressed his lips softly against that tiny cut above my knee, and like a cat, licked it. Instead of being sandpaper and rough, his tongue was smooth and firm and I couldn’t stop the low moan that escaped at the memory of just what that tongue had done to me not more than a few hours before.

      “Jesus, Dino,” I said breathlessly. “Only animals do that.”

      “We’re all animals, Jeanette.”

      Then he crossed his arms over my thighs and rested his chin on them, and looking up at me with sad eyes filled with a million emotions he said, “I’ve had a hard day, Jeanette, and I could use a hug.”

      Well that was unexpected. And surprisingly adorable. Drunk Dino was a bit like a child, and I thought maybe there was nothing else in the whole world I would rather do, than hug all his worries away. I patted the cushion next to me on the couch, expecting him to have a seat, but instead he laid his large body across all the cushions, and put his head in my lap. It wasn’t a sexual gesture, him lying down on the couch with one arm flung across his eyes. It was exhaustion. I ran my fingers through his hair absently, I almost didn’t realize I was doing it, but it seemed to comfort him because even though I couldn’t see his eyes, his lips curved into a small smile and he started breathing slow and evenly. Dino was relaxing. In my lap.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked after about five minutes of silence, with just the two of us on the couch breathing at each other.

      “That’s the one thing I’m never allowed to do, Jeanette. I’m not supposed to tell anyone anything, but I really want to tell you. Can I show you, Jeanette? Can I tell you who I really am?” It was heartbreaking, somehow, this admission from Dino. The only response I could give was that one word I had to swallow when I opened the door.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      With his arm still over his eyes, as if he needed to keep them covered to tell his story, he began. “My name is Dino Affini, and my family owns Affini’s, the Italian restaurant next to Nasta’s where Angel plays once in a while.” Well that was certainly a surprise, and I don’t know why he would keep that a secret. But somehow, knowing Dino’s real last name made me feel special, and a warm glow started building in the center of my body – radiating out to my arms and legs. I lightly ran my fingertips over the arms covering his face, light tickling motions, casual touching. Urging him to continue wordlessly.

      “I told you I had family here, but I didn’t grow up in Toledo. At least I didn’t live here. My dad knocked up my mom when they were just past twenty years old. He didn’t want to get married and they weren’t even dating. Apparently, they were a drunken one-night stand and my mom didn’t even really like him that much as a person. Imagine that. My grandmother though, to her family is everything. My grandfather had passed a few years before I was born, and she wasn’t going to let a child of Affini blood be brought up without knowing his family. So I got the Affini last name and court scheduled visitations even though I don’t think my mom or my dad was really into it. My Nonna though, she loved being a grandma, and I spent all my time when I visited my father with her.

      “Dad couldn’t keep his dick in his pants though, and he knocked up another woman when I was five or six years old. He did marry this one, and I got a stepmom and a sister all in one go.” Dino sighed and moved his arm from his face, but only so he could turn on his side and snuggle in closer. His face was awfully close to my crotch, but what we were doing was not sexual in any way, so I tried not to be uncomfortable about it.

      “He couldn’t pretend to be anything other than a piece of shit for long, and when he couldn’t take any more of the married life, he split. I don’t mean he filed for divorce. I mean one day he took off, cleaned out the checking account and ghosted the whole family. It didn’t mean much to me because I lived with my mom, but it had to have killed Vanessa and Shelly, my sister and stepmom.” Dino’s mouth grew into a thin hard line. “He took everything from them and left them with nothing. My Nonna took them in, Shelly ended up helping with the restaurant for a few years while she went to school and got a degree. Nonna helped raise Vanessa and was happy to do it. Partly because family was so important, but also, I think she felt responsible somehow, for raising such a piece of shit for a son. He was her only child, and she expected better.

      “I didn’t have the best relationship with Shelly and Vanessa,” Dino admitted sadly. “But it wasn’t really anyone’s fault. Shelly got stuck in a situation where she had a stepson that she never asked for, whose dad wasn’t even around anymore, and Vanessa… I think Vanessa has issues with men in general because of it. I don’t think she doesn’t like me, per se. I think she hates my gender altogether. Dad did that. If I ever see that guy I am going to punch him in the dick.”

      Abruptly Dino rolled over in my lap until he was staring straight up at me. “It’s a mystery how I turned out so normal, really,” he said, dead serious. Then he laughed, and it was a glorious sound and I couldn’t help but mimic him. We both laughed on the couch for a moment, because the reality was, Dino was just as fucked up as everyone else. The difference was that he knew it and worked with it the best that he could.

      “I hadn’t been home in a few years because of work. You know how it is,” he said, motioning into the air as if to explain himself. I did know what he meant though. He worked for the government, or at least he did before he quit and became Chaz Malone’s sidekick. Dino’s job was to be undercover. To be someone else at all times. Spooks don’t have families, it didn’t fit their profile.

      “I’d just finished an eighteen-month job infiltrating a drug ring in Chicago, which is why you and Gabe hadn’t heard from me in a while, and I didn’t even know you guys had moved. I thought you were still out West working out of the Vegas office.”

      The Vegas office was Gabe’s home base. It wasn’t really much of an office, more of just a place where I took calls and filed paperwork for all of Gabe’s assignments he took. It was fun being the PA for a bodyguard. Private investigator. Mercenary, or whatever job he decided he wanted to take. Gabe was good at a lot of things. But when his dad died, he had dropped everything to come home as soon as he could. He missed the funeral and would always regret it, but he dropped his life and took over the family business, because he wanted to make life easier for his mom. Family was important to Gabe, too. I could appreciate it, but I would never understand it because I had never had a family. Something I’d long gotten over wishing for.

      “I’d called Nonna to tell her I wanted to come visit, but instead I got Vanessa, who told me they had been having problems with Chaz’s boys. Real weird stuff, but persistent. Shit like harassing employees and making them quit, all the way up to property damage and vandalism. Things that are really difficult for a business to deal with, but not quite serious for a busy police department to get involved with and handle. It was starting to scare customers away, and with the lowered revenue being brought in, it was difficult to pay the super high insurance premiums, especially with all the damages they were incurring from Chaz and his street junkies. It was weird because Gallery B is right across the street from the restaurant, and right next door to Nasta’s, but those two places never had any crime or issues. Just Affini’s. It was pretty personal. So I took another job, this one to find out what the fuck Chaz Malone has against my family. The only way to do that was to become someone else again, but I’m so tired, Jeanette. I’m tired of sleeping in a shitty hotel. I’m tired of not being able to see my family. I’m tired of pretending.”

      My hand stilled in his hair, and I was briefly overcome with emotion. Dino was like me. Even though our situations were different, inside we were the same. Pretending to be someone else out of necessity, but desperate for someone to accept us as we were anyway. I’d never felt closer to another human being than I did right then at that moment, with Dino slung across my lap and my hand in his hair. Our hearts were connected, and I could almost feel the rhythm of his beating with mine.

      “That night at the auction,” Dino continued through a jaw-cracking yawn, “that woman you met was my sister Vanessa. And five minutes after you left I had to watch them auction off my grandmother’s antique engagement and wedding set. That was an heirloom that would have been passed down to Vanessa when Nonna died. There was no way it would have been sold unless they needed that money for the restaurant. That is Chaz Malone’s fault. He did that. I’m going to find out why he hates my family, Jeanette, and then I’m going to make sure he can’t hurt them anymore.”

      Dino looked me in the eyes this time, reached up and curled a lock of my long hair around his finger and tugged gently. “That’s me, Dino Affini. That’s all there is to me. Thanks for listening, can I have my hug now?” The twinkle in his caramel brown eyes was my undoing, and instead of a hug, I leaned down and kissed him, a gentle press of my lips on his.

      “I love you, Dino Affini,” I whispered into his mouth.

      Wait. What the fuck did I just say?

      I hadn’t meant to do it, the words just popped out. We were having a moment and even though they slipped out as an accident, I probably really did mean them. But I screwed up. I tried to pull back, to think of something, anything to erase what I had just said but I couldn’t. Instead of letting go, Dino snuck one arm up behind my head and held me there, immobile while he took my gentle little kiss and turned it into something deeper – naughtier. He licked around the outside of my closed lips with his tongue, and when I had my small gasp of surprise at the words I had just uttered he took advantage of the opportunity and plundered.

      And I let him.

      I should have stopped him. Things were too weird between us and who knew what tomorrow would bring. It would be smart to stop before we began. Instead I bit his lower lip and sucked it into my mouth while my hand found the bottom hem of his tight as sin black t-shirt and slid underneath it, feeling that smooth hard body below. I felt his abdomen flex under my hand and felt his breath hitch against my mouth.

      Dino liked me touching him. Well I like touching Dino.

      I still tasted the spearmint and sugar, but underneath it all was the warm amber taste of whatever whiskey he had been drinking tonight, and the combination was divine. I wanted to drink him in, savor the flavor of Dino and keep it bottled up inside of me. My head was buzzing with a thousand thoughts, all incoherent except for one. I needed Dino, and tonight he’d made it clear that Dino needed me.

      Whatever had happened in the past and whatever would happen tomorrow, none of it had anything to do with our time now, and as I slid my fingertips over the top of a hard, flat nipple and felt Dino’s fingers tighten in my hair, I knew he would give me what I wanted tonight.

      Or not.

      I slipped my hand out from under Dino’s shirt, and lower, resting on the zipper of his jeans. I ached to hold him, hard and heavy in my hand. To have him at my mercy, like earlier, which had been over with too fast. But he wouldn’t let me. He gently grabbed my hand and pulled it away from his zipper. Breaking away from our kiss he softly moaned into my ear, his breath puffing against my hair, “No.”

      Oh mercy please don’t tell me no.

      Uncertainty filled my head and my chest - what had I done wrong? Was it what I said? I frowned, and it was on the tip of my tongue to apologize, for what I wasn’t certain, but Dino had said no and no means no, right?

      “Too fast.”

      Oh. Too fast? Not fast enough for my taste. I mean, I could feel his dick reaching for me through his jeans, so it wasn’t like he wasn’t interested. I must have let some of my confusion show on my face because Dino grinned and kissed the side of my neck again, sucking the skin in and giving it a nibble before letting go. It liquefied me, and I couldn’t put up a fight as he sat up, and in one fluid motion plucked me straight off the couch and carried me the ten steps to the small bedroom at the back of the apartment.

      He laid me down on the bed, but instead of pulling back he followed me down, hands on either side of my shoulders and knees on either side of my legs. He kept them there, knees pinning my legs closed when all I wanted to do was wrap them around his waist and bring us as close together as humanly possible.

      “Dino,” I demanded, grumpy that he wouldn’t let me have my way. “I want.”

      “Me too,” he grinned down at me, and those full sensual lips took my breath away. I wanted to feel them against mine again. I wanted to put my hands on his body again. I wanted to feel him inside me again.

      But he was being a difficult pain in the ass.

      “Jeanette, don’t be in a hurry. I’ve been thinking about you all day. I’ve waited years to touch those perky tits, and I want to take my time.”

      Okay, Dino wants, Dino gets, and I reached for the hem of my cami to pull it over my head.

      “No.” Dino stopped my hands with his and held them down.

      “Oh, God, why?” And I couldn’t even keep the frustration out of my voice now.

      “You are not the boss right now. I’m on top, I’m the boss.”

      Okay so maybe that sounded interesting. “If I’m on top then does that mean I’m the boss?”

      “Yes.” I couldn’t hear Dino laughing, but I could feel the rumble from his chest as it was pressed against mine.

      “Dibs on top next time.” I wasn’t being funny when I said it, but Dino did laugh out loud then, and I couldn’t help but laugh with him. My giggles cut out abruptly though, when he let go of my hands, massaged my breasts lightly through the soft fabric and then pinched both nipples at the same time, hard enough for me to arch my back off the bed.

      God yes more of that.

      I wanted to grab him by the head and bring his mouth down to where he hands were, to feel his hot mouth on my skin, but I was good. I curled my hands into fists on the blanket, but I didn’t move.

      “Dino, please.”

      “Jeanette,” Dino said, and all traces of laughter were gone as I heard the metallic sound of the zipper teeth sliding apart. “You need to relax. I waited a long time, and now I want to play.”

      Play mind games? Play my body like a musical instrument? What the hell, Dino, this is torture! Dino’s idea of playing was torturous foreplay, where he took his time touching, pinching and licking on every part of my body while letting his naked cock bounce against my skin lazily as he moved. Everywhere except for where I wanted him. Completely unconcerned with my rising need to touch him, to bring him into my body, to grind against him with that delicious friction that would make us both so very happy if he would just play fair.

      “I can’t take much more of this, Dino,” I panted against his neck and bit him there as punishment. My thighs ached to have him between them, but he refused to touch me below the waist, spending all of his time sucking on first one nipple and then the other. “I’m so damn mad at you right now.”

      “Does that mean you want to stop?” Dino asked as he let go of my body and sat up on the bed.

      “Don’t you fucking dare.” I narrowed my eyes and reached for him, this time my hands landing on exactly what I wanted. He didn’t pull away this time, conceding the fight and letting me stroke his hard length like I wanted. He closed his hand over mine and I thought maybe he was going to try to get me to stop again, and I was prepared to fight over it, but he didn’t. He just adjusted my grip to show me what he liked, how fast he liked it. It was a massive turn-on, and I adjusted quickly, eager to hear his breathing change, feel his fingers tightening in the blankets.

      Turnabout is fair play.

      Except for Dino was even more impatient than I was when the shoe was on the other foot. He groaned then, and before I could blink he was in front of me again, my knees pushed up almost to my chest and…oh God, he didn’t even take my shorts off, just pushed my soaked panties to the side and slid right inside of me, all the way in one stroke. I’d never felt anything as remotely sensual in my entire life and the shudders started racking my body almost immediately. There was no time for deep hard pumping, he went right to shallow strokes because we had both played too long. The feel of him, sliding in and out against the silk of my clothing was too much to endure and I came apart silently, too overcome with feeling to even say his name, although I was chanting it inside my head.

      Dino, I love you.

      This time I had the good grace not to say it out loud. He pulled out again, like he did before. I wanted to tell him he didn’t have to do that, but then I would have to tell him why, and I didn’t want to bring a black curtain down on our post-coital bliss. And I was blissed out. Exhausted, drained after having had my body completely loved by Dino Affini, I couldn’t think of a better way to wear myself out at the end of such a wretched day.

      We took turns cleaning up, first him and then me. He was laying on his side in the bed when I pulled back the covers on the other side and slid in. There was a small moment of confusion when I first laid down. Should I reach for him? Should I stay on my side? How did he like to sleep? Those worries were unfounded though, because drunk Dino, who may or may not have actually been completely sober by then, was a massive cuddler. One arm burrowed under my body and slid me the rest of the way across the bed while one leg trapped me underneath him. I wouldn’t be moving for a while.

      I wiggled a little bit to get more comfortable, my hand squeezing gently on the arm that had me pulled tightly to his side. “Good night, Dino,” I said into the darkness of the room. There wasn’t any answer though, he was already sleeping. It had been six years since I had slept in the same bed with a man, and even longer than that since I had slept next to a man without fear. I wondered if I would even be able to get any sleep at all. Turned out, it was much easier than I thought.
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      The sound of someone screaming obscenities had me bolting awake while the bedroom was still shrouded in the darkness of night.

      “Fuck!” The sound came from the floor below me. “I said get down, you lazy shits, unless you want a hole where your third eye is.” I waited another five minutes or so, but there were no more angry expletives. I remembered what Angel had said before, about Gary downstairs having nightmares from PTSD.

      Jesus, what the hell had happened to him? War was a bitch. I’d never been through it, but Gabe had. I couldn’t imagine how he dealt with his demons, he had to have some. There was no way I was going back to sleep after that though, and I couldn’t believe that it hadn’t woken up Jeanette the yelling had been so loud. But no, she lay sprawled out on her stomach, sleeping with her face smashed into a pillow and her reddish-brown hair spilling over the sheets. I touched a few strands gently, careful not to wake her, and wondered what it would feel like when it was curly.

      I dug around on the side of the bed and pulled my phone out of the pocket of my jeans from where they lay crumpled on the floor. Two things made me groan. One, it was only four-thirty in the morning, and two, the green light was blinking, and I had a text message from Eddie.

      Meeting with the boss and the new guys at the office at eight am.

      What the hell kind of crime boss had meetings at eight in the morning? That was what was criminal. Ugh. That meant I had a few hours to get it together before I had to be in Detroit. I didn’t want Chaz or that asshole David Ashley to even get a sniff of Jeanette, so I figured I would go back to the hotel to shower and clean up before I grabbed some coffee and made the forty-five-minute trip to Chaz’s warehouse. I also needed to get my story straight if I was going to convince those guys that she was not the droid they were looking for. I also needed to figure out how to find out why Chaz okayed the attack on the restaurant yesterday without blowing my cover and wrapping my hands around his fucking neck in the process. If I even took a step towards Chaz with murder on my mind, Eddie would take me out. If Eddie didn’t get the job done, then Gordon would happily pull the trigger. That was their job. Eddie protected the boss. Gordon just killed people when told to kill them. If I made a move on Chaz, all he would have to do is look at Gordon and I would be dead. I was more concerned about him than Eddie actually. In a one-on-one fight I could take him. Gordon was one scary Mr. Rogers sweater-wearing motherfucker.

      I didn’t want to leave Jeanette. We’d shared so much with each other in such a small window of time, and after what she’d said last night… I knew she was embarrassed. I knew she had shocked herself with her own words, but I wouldn’t let her pull away. I wouldn’t let her take them back. I was blunt and honest and told her my secrets. And her first thought was to love me. She didn’t get to change her mind, I was keeping that. I would do whatever I had to today with those assholes in Detroit, to make sure she only got more and more comfortable saying those words to me.

      I dressed as quickly and as quietly as I could, and making sure her ringer was on silent, I texted a message from my phone to Jeannette’s, confident she would see it as soon as she woke up. In this day and age, the first thing people did when they woke up was check their phones. I wanted her to wake up and know that I would be back, not wonder where I had gone. Leaning down close, I pressed a soft kiss to the back of her head since the rest of her face was completely submerged in her pillow, and whispered something softly over her. Then I crept out of the apartment like a thief, making sure to lock the apartment door behind me.

      That hotel shower didn’t do shit to wake me up, but the coffee I picked up at the gas station right before I jumped on I75 was like molten lava, hot and strong just how I liked it. Despite the heaviness of the atmosphere, and the somber shit I had to deal with once I got to Detroit, I was in a good fucking mood. The love of a good woman was some powerful medicine. Shit, I could carry the world on my shoulders if I needed to, I was Superman.

      That feeling faded a little bit as I walked into the office with the stubby brown carpet in the back of Chaz’s warehouse at seven fifty-five.

      Every single one of those fuckers was already sitting around the damned table, except for Eddie, who was standing next to Chaz and Gordon, who was waiting at the door. Not outside the room like he normally was. Nope, everybody was inside the meeting room, looking at me as I walked through the doorway like I had been called to the principal’s office at school. Except in this office it was absolutely not against the rules to use violence. And instead of a paddle hanging on the wall there were dudes with guns and shit.

      “The meeting was at eight, correct?” I asked softly as I took my position against the wall behind the table like I always did.

      “Oh, your meeting was at eight, Dino,” Chaz said smoothly, as he left his seat and started walking across the room. “Please sit down.”

      Chaz Malone didn’t ask people to sit down. I didn’t want to sit down. Based on the cold and calculated look in his eyes, refusing was not an option. For lack of a better idea at the moment, I sat down.

      “Do you have information for David on Gabriella?” Chaz asked, and I relaxed a bit. He wanted my report, this was normal. I was prepared for this.

      “Jeanette Clary cannot be Gabriella Hensley. Their biological structures don’t match, Jeanette has no tattoos, and I know because I checked very carefully,” I winked at David who did not look happy at what I was hinting at, “and I asked about her parents and they live in the area. We have a date to meet them for lunch next week.” Chaz raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything else.

      I had to keep it cool, make it not a big deal. It’s not her, no big deal moving on. I had to focus on making my legs dead weights to keep them from jumping up and down in nervousness. I was fucking Dino, I did not get nervous. I was fucking Dino, I got shit done.

      “What happened yesterday at Affini’s?” I asked. I shouldn’t have pushed, and I hoped the question came out casually, instead of accusatory like I meant it.

      “Why are you concerned about it?” Chaz didn’t sound offended that I asked, which was good. The question was asked out of simple curiosity, like he couldn’t understand why I would even care.

      “I ended up at Nasta’s last night and saw all the yellow tape and a burned-out dumpster.  I just wondered because you told me to lay off of them for a while. I assumed you had gotten what you wanted from them.”

      “Well,” Chaz said as he started to walk up one side of the room, pacing back and forth and causing Eddie to have to pace with him to stay close. “I pulled you away from the Affini’s, Dino, that doesn’t mean I didn’t have business with them.” Chaz smiled, a friendly smile on the outside, but his eyes were flat and dark. My heart started beating double-time in my chest. He was playing with me. “Since I was having you do a favor for David here, I had him do me one in return.” I looked across the table where David and Justin sat next to each other. David had a triumphant look in his ice blue eyes, while Justin squirmed in his chair, looking slightly sick and uncomfortable. He wasn’t happy with the current state of affairs I could tell.

      “Does that bother you, Dino?” Chaz called my attention again, as he stopped pacing the room about five feet away from me and pinned me with his sharp, dead-eyed stare.

      “Not in the slightest,” I lied through my teeth. Something was very, very wrong here, and I had the feeling I was the only person in the room that did not know what was going on. Eddie stood next to Chaz, stone-faced and silent, but Gordon looked sad at his post over by the door. Like he was just so disappointed with everyone in the room.

      The sound of clapping drew my attention back to the table. Clap. Smile. Clap. Smile. Clap. It was the douchiest most cheesy bad guy move I had ever seen, and I had met a shit ton of bad guys in my life.

      “You are right, Chaz, he is a very good liar.” David Ashley was gloating. I may have been wrong, but all signs pointed to my cover being blown. The question was how? “So tell me, Dino, now that we know how good of a liar you are, why don’t you tell me the truth about my Gabriella?”

      “We’ll get to it, David, but right now I think Dino has some questions for me.” Chaz actually snapped his fingers at me to get me to look at him again, which pissed me off beyond words, but it worked. He had my attention, and so did Eddie, who had his gun out and trained on me. His bright green eyes flashed an apology, but that was the only indication I had that he wasn’t happy about pointing his trigger finger at me. It was his job.

      “Why?” I asked through clenched teeth, my hands balled into fists on my thighs. It didn’t make any sense to keep playing dumb, Chaz and David were both baiting me, and it would only make them happier if I kept acting the part.

      “Why what?” mocked Chaz as he cocked his head and sneered in my direction. “Why act like I didn’t know who you were, Dino Affini? Why did I make you point man on all those trips to the restaurant to hassle the old lady and the girl? Why do I hate your family so much?” He was getting worked up, his voice was getting louder with each question. I could tell he really wanted to tell me the whole story, like all villains did, but he was waiting for the right response from me before he busted into his monologue.

      “Look, I had Justin rig the dumpster for you yesterday, Malone, I want to know about Gabriella first.” David was emphatic. Clearly, he had no time for the evil villain’s theatrics. Chaz waved him off.

      “We’ll get to your girl, David, wait your turn. Dino and I have important family matters to discuss.” Chaz snapped at David, but that creepy smile was back on his face when he spoke to me again.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice what a pussy you were when I told you to do some damage and all you did was break the outside light fixtures on one side of the building by the parking lot? Come on, Dino, it’s like you weren’t even trying. Hard enough to pretend to be a bad guy, but not hard enough to wreck your grandma’s restaurant?”

      “If you knew they were my family, then why did you try to get me to sleep with Vanessa?” That didn’t make sense. I didn’t even know what he hoped to accomplish by asking me to do that.

      “I just thought it was funny and wanted to see how far you would go to play the part,” Chaz was openly laughing now, and Justin laughed nervously with him like he didn’t know what he was supposed to do so he was just going with the flow. David looked like he was getting very impatient, Eddie’s gun hand never wavered, and Gordon just stared at the floor, like he didn’t even want to watch what was happening in front of him.

      “What is your game, why do you hate my family so much?” Nothing was making sense, so I just came out with the real question. Asking why are you such a fucking crazy dickhead? would have been my next move.

      “This is bullshit, I want to see my Gabriella,” I could hear David’s aggravation and he pushed his chair back away from the table and stood.

      “Sit the fuck down, you shit stain,” Chaz yelled while pointing. Eddie looked like he didn’t know whether he was supposed to keep the gun trained on me or point it at David because Chaz sounded pissed off at both of us. “We will get to you and your little bitch in a minute. I am assuming Dino had his dick down her throat all night. Trust me, she’s not going anywhere, more than likely she’s sleeping it off.”

      David sat, but I could see murder in his eyes. It was the look of a man who wasn’t used to other people telling him what to do. He would obey, but I didn’t know how many more orders he would take from Chaz Malone.

      I didn’t know how much more I would be able to take from Chaz Malone. I didn’t know how much longer I had before he had Eddie pull that trigger and took me out. Chaz was pacing like a madman now, hair sticking up after he ran his hands through it, and as he caught me staring at him, he laughed. It was the high-pitched laugh of a man about to have a breakdown. Chaz Malone was going nuts in front of me, and I had no idea why.

      “Why do I hate your family, Dino? Why do I hate your family?”

      I mean, yeah, that’s what I just fucking asked. Chaz was losing his shit and even Eddie was giving him the side eye, wondering what the hell was making him go apeshit.

      “Because I was born first, you asshole. Anthony Affini knocked up my mom in high school, but not only did he tell her to get an abortion, but he also refused to acknowledge her again afterward. My mother didn’t kill me, obviously, but her parents sent her to a relative out of state to keep her shame from being known. I was born a bastard in Michigan, when my father was just a couple of hours away, still sticking his dick in anything the right shape.” Spit was flying out of Chaz’s mouth as he ranted, and it took me a minute to process what he was saying because it was so wild I couldn’t follow right away.

      I had a brother.

      “Imagine my surprise when I was old enough to try to find dear old Dad, that I found out just a couple of years after he tried to have me killed off,” Chaz emphasized that part to make sure everyone knew how he felt about his dad, “I found out he knocked up two more women, but both kids had the Affini name and were living like one big happy family.”

      I was going to get shot no matter what, so I couldn’t let that slide. “One big happy family, are you nuts?” I yelled back. Probably a poor choice of words but the guy was certifiable. “The only reason I have that piece of shit’s last name is because of my Nonna. I was a one-night knock-up too. And our sister got abandoned just like the rest of us. She was barely two when the old man took off. He left us all, Chaz. He was nobody’s father. You want to be mad at that asshole, then be my guest. But why Nonna?”

      “Because she kept you!”

      He was full-on screaming now, his face mottled and red with anger. Eddie was still holding the gun on me, but he looked uncertain, like he wasn’t sure Chaz was in his right mind to be giving orders. Gordon has pulled a chair up to the door and was sitting in it, clearly settling in for the long haul. I didn’t turn to look at Justin or David, I just assumed they were watching the same shit show I was. Now that the truth was out, Chaz Malone was free to lose his mind about it.

      “Yeah, and if she had known about you she would have kept you too,” I countered, equally pissed off on Nonna’s behalf. There was nothing more important to her than family, even piece of shit douchebags counted. Case in point, her asshole son. “You can’t blame her or our sister for things they didn’t know about. Was your mom this psycho about Tony?” I didn’t want to refer to that man as my dad, and I preferred not to talk about him ever, but Chaz Malone needed some sense knocked into him. Chaz’s face burned a deeper shade of maroon and he exploded.

      “Don’t you talk about my mother, you piece of shit Affini, my mother is a saint. It’s not her fault that we had such a hard life. She had to do it all on her own, you know. We didn’t have things handed to us because the family owned a business like you.”

      “Oh, can that whiny bullshit. Don’t blame you growing up to be a crime boss on growing up without your grandma’s love.” Rage caused me to punch the words out with enthusiasm. “You started out an asshole and stayed one because you wanted to be an asshole. And if your mom was such a saint she would have made better choices in her life than to spread her legs for Anthony Affini.” That last part hurt, and I meant it to. Fuck this guy and fuck his piddly ass agenda. I was less surprised that I had a long-lost brother and more angry that he would turn out to be such a dumb fuck as Chaz Malone. He didn’t like anything like me, which wasn’t surprising because Vanessa didn’t either. I assumed he favored his mother, like the rest of us did.

      That last dig was about all Chaz could take. Eddie actually backed up a bit as Chaz got a running head start and launched himself at me. I didn’t really have time to move, but if it was a good old-fashioned punch out, Chaz Malone had nothing on me.

      “This is fucking boring, I’m over it.” I heard the words behind me a millisecond before I felt the air disturbed over my shoulder. I heard the whine of the bullet seconds before the scarlet stain bloomed directly in the center of Chaz’s forehead and he was flipped backward, then dropped like a stone. Eddie’s arm swung up, but he wasn’t fast enough. I didn’t hear the second bullet, but Eddie’s forehead got tattooed as well and he didn’t make a sound as he crumpled straight down in a puddle of his own blood.

      Holy shit! David Ashley had shot them both where they stood without even a warning. One minute I was about to be murdered by a man I just found out was my brother, and the next he was no longer a threat. Just gone. David Ashley was a scary motherfucker.

      Gordon was a crack shot with dead-on aim, but nobody called him Fast Gordon. He didn’t even get his weapon drawn before he was slumped over in his chair and slowly sliding to the ground, leaving a wet red stain on the wall as he fell.

      Fuck me. The whole plan had gone sideways in a hot minute, and it hadn’t even been that great of a plan to begin with. But any guy who could just pop off three rounds because he wasn’t getting his questions answered fast enough was not someone I could use logic with. I was in some serious trouble. More trouble than just Chaz Malone finding out I was an Affini.

      I knew David Ashley was a bad man, I knew from the moment I saw him, a cop, sitting in Chaz Malone’s office just as pretty as you please, making a deal with a crime boss like it wasn’t a complete breach of ethics. I was not prepared for him to go Billy the Kid and take out all three guys like it was the Battle of Lincoln. But instead of the Regulators he had Justin no last name, who was currently pissing his pants in his chair, having also not expected David to go lone gunman, I imagine. I felt bad for the guy. Almost.

      David walked in front of me and checked out the bodies of Chaz and Eddie. Considering the size of the scarlet ring around both of their bodies, and the little bits of gray matter that littered the floor, I was pretty sure they were dead. His Glock still out and at the ready, and he may have been a bad guy, but he sure carried a cop’s gun.

      I was one hundred percent sure I was going to die today, so I braced myself for the next shot that would end my life. Fucking garbage, right after I’d heard the words from her. He wouldn’t get her though. Once I didn’t show up to the apartment, Jeanette would get worried. She would call Gabe, and they would figure out the next step. She wasn’t alone, she had Gabe.

      Gabe. Fuck that. She wasn’t alone, she had me. Fuck dying in this shitty hole. Fuck giving David Ashley the benefit of the doubt. I wouldn’t go easy, that was for sure.

      I expected him to shoot me. I did not expect him to punch me in the face and then shoot me. The hit took me by surprise and knocked me clean out of the chair. I’m no slouch in the fists department, but I never got a chance to get back up and defend myself because the bullet hit me in the shoulder and I felt the fire explode all the way down my arm and the entire left side of my body. The nine millimeter in the holster tucked into the back of my jeans might as well have been body jewelry for the good it was doing me today. The agony ripped a scream from my throat, and I almost didn’t recognize the sound of my own voice. In all the jobs I had ever done, I had never been shot before.

      I couldn’t move. I could only lay on the ground, stunned, with my arm fucking disintegrating, or at least it felt like it, and David Ashley standing above me shaking his head.

      “I’m not going to kill you yet.” He made a tsk-tsk sound with his tongue on his teeth, like he was chastising me for being naughty. “You should have just given me the information that I wanted, Dino. But you had to touch her.” David’s eyes were bright, feverish almost. The eyes of a crazy person. Different crazy than Chaz Malone, because Chaz had completely lost his shit and had zero control of himself. No, David Ashley was a cold and calculated kind of crazy, and I didn’t like where this conversation was going.

      “I knew you couldn’t be trusted before Chaz even said anything, that’s why I knew I had to take control of the situation immediately. I didn’t have to do much, just watch, and have Justin follow you when you left yesterday.”

      Oh shit, no. I had thought Justin stayed behind with David in the meeting with Chaz. How fucking stupid could I have been?

      “Not only do I know where Gabriella lives, but I also know the little hidey-hole you have her stashed in now,” David said as he licked his lips with a grin. “And now I’m going to go collect my poor, confused fiancé.” He leaned down close to my face and even though I tried to turn away from him, he used the barrel of the gun to keep me facing him. “I am going to erase every place that you touched her, by showing her who owns her over and over and over again. Right here, in front of you, so neither of you forget. Then I’ll kill you, in front of her, and everything will go back to normal.”

      The urge to vomit at what his words implicated was becoming stronger than the pain of the bullet wound in my shoulder. Or maybe adrenaline and shock were dulling the injury. I don’t know, but I did know I would rather die than let him have her again. He wouldn’t touch her, not while I lived.

      David handed the gun to Justin, who took it from him with a look of horror painted on his face. That poor numbnuts had no idea what he signed up for when he called David to tell him he saw someone that looked like Gabriella. His hero worship had changed into a healthy case of “I didn’t sign up for this shit” fear.

      “If he tries to get away, shoot his other arm. If he keeps trying, shoot his legs. Keep him alive long enough for me to break Gabriella in front of him. I don’t really care what kind of condition he's in otherwise. Oh, and Justin? If he dies, or if he escapes, I’ll kill you too. So try to man up and do this thing, okay?”

      Justin was almost weeping, but he took the gun from David anyway and his hand was steady as he kept it pointed at me. David walked past me on his way to the door until he changed his mind and came back. “You should never have touched her,” he said as he bent low. I felt his hands at my waist for a brief moment before he pulled his leg back and kicked me in the ribs as hard as he could.

      I tried not to give him the satisfaction of making a sound, but my ribs weren’t listening and at least one cracked under the pressure.

      I saw something metallic swinging from David’s fingertips as he strolled by Gordon slumped in half by the door and I recognized the BMW logo tucked between his pinky and thumb.

      That motherfucker had lifted my keys. He was going to roll up to that apartment in my car. Jeanette, no!

      I squeezed my eyes shut to try and focus. Ten seconds went by, breathe, Dino. Twenty seconds, ignore the pain. Thirty seconds, “Justin,” I opened my eyes and pinned the nervous man with a look of desperation. “You gotta let me go, he’s going to hurt her really bad.”

      “I didn’t want any of this,” he whined, but still had the gun trained on me with no sign of it wavering. “I didn’t know he was this messed up, no one did.”

      “Well now you do, and he’s going to kill her if you don’t let me out of here. At least let me get my phone and call someone to help her. Can I do that?” I slowly started reaching into my pocket.

      “No,” he shouted, and I froze before my hand could grab my phone. “If I let you do any of that, he’ll kill me too.”

      “Look at all the bodies on the floor, man,” I shouted, all shreds of patience draining from my body like the blood from the wound in my arm. “He’s gonna kill us all anyway. We’re already dead. She doesn’t have to be. Fucking nut up and save a life, you dick.”

      This time the gun that went off made a much louder boom, and a much bigger hole in the middle of Justin’s chest. He sank to the ground with a look of surprise on his face, dead before he hit the floor.

      What the fuck is this shit with all the goddamn guns?

      I couldn’t get up yet, just kind of rolled over to my side and looked across the floor. Gordon was sitting against the wall, his legs out in front of him and a large red stain on his side. His gun was in his hand, but it was pointed towards the floor as he lacked the strength to keep it lifted.

      “Fucking-a Gordon,” the words came out on a wheeze, but I’d never been so grateful for an assist in all my life. I staggered to my knees, and then to my feet, my arm a deadweight against my side, but at least standing, the blood wasn’t pouring out of the wound anymore. Just kind of sluggishly oozing. Looking at it made my stomach turn so I just tried to ignore it. The smell of burned skin though, that was harder to ignore.

      I stumbled over to where Gordon sat, bleeding out against the wall.

      “Get the hell out of here, kid, take my car. The keys are under the visor.” Of course, they were. Criminals weren’t overly worried about their shit getting stolen apparently. I pulled out my phone to call an ambulance, he was living, he still had a chance.

      “Put that away, Dino. I’ve only got a few minutes left, maybe. If I’m lucky I’ll be gone before you get to the parking lot. I’m an old, bad guy, Dino. Bad guys aren’t supposed to live to be old. I’m tired and I don’t want to do this anymore. Just leave me here and get going, this fits.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice, that dick fuck had a head start on me and he could move a hell of a lot faster than I could, what with him having been the only one in the room not shot. Hurry hurry, I chanted as I dragged myself down the hall, get in the car. Which fucking one was Gordon’s car again? Oh yeah, the black Town Car. Old school gangster car with the tinted windows and everything. Last time I was in this car I was helping those dumbasses kidnap Angel. I had to laugh to myself at the memory, haha fun times.

      Blood loss was making me stupid, even if I got to the apartment right behind David, I was in no condition to rescue her by myself. Fuck, I would be lucky if I was able to drive there without passing out. I got to the car and flipped the visor down, the keys falling directly into my lap as promised. My left arm was useless, so I had to make the phone call before I could even put the keys in the ignition.

      “Gabe,” I said, as soon as the call connected. I didn’t even wait for him to say hello. “I need your help, man.”
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      I’d dreamed that he’d said it back to me. And even knowing it was just a dream, it helped me feel better about my fabulous blunder from the night before. That, and when I woke up to his cold side of the empty bed, I knew it was only temporary because I found his message on my phone seconds later.

      Gotta work. Be back later. I want my hug.

      Was hug a code word for sex? Because last time he asked for one that was not what happened. I smiled at the memory anyway. Even though the events over the last few days were scary, it was somehow less so because I had people now. I had Gabe and Angel who believed me. I had Dino who trusted me with his secrets over anyone else. It may not have been much in the grand scheme of things but to me it was a big deal.

      Life-altering, big fucking deal.

      So I had hope. Hope that Dino would be able to do what he had so confidently said he was going to do. Handle David and deal with Chaz Malone. Then we would all be able to live happily ever after and I wouldn’t have to change my name again and move far away.

      Okay that sounded like a fairy tale even to me. The reality was much more terrifying and difficult to navigate, but at least now I wasn’t desperate. I wasn’t cowering. I was allowing myself the hope that everything would be all right, even if it wasn’t. I hadn’t had that before.

      I’d declined the lunch date extended to me by the girls downstairs, as I had started referring to them in my head. They said they’d won the free lunch coupon to a new restaurant opening on the old west end from someone advertising in the neighborhood. Jolene said they had been on an afternoon stroll at the time. I giggled remembering how Jolene had said the word “stroll.” They were probably casing the neighborhood and watching the neighbors most likely. I probably would have enjoyed lunch with Jolene and Gerta, but I wasn’t supposed to leave the apartment. I felt bad turning them down, but I couldn’t afford to be seen right now. And I didn’t know when that would change.

      But I wouldn’t be lonely, because Dino was coming back over. And I’m sure Gabe and Angel would be checking on me too, so there was really nothing to be worried about. But still, I couldn’t stop the chill that ran down my spine. I wouldn’t be safe until I knew David Ashley was gone, out of state, back to his hidey-hole in the sticks of upstate New York. Where he could go back to his small-town hero life and leave me the fuck alone.

      Almost as if he knew I was thinking about him, I saw a familiar flash drive past the large front window of Angel’s apartment and around the corner, presumably to the parking lot around back. Dino’s BMW. Shit, I needed to brush my teeth and my hair!  At least I wasn’t still wearing my pajamas. I had rifled through the clothes that Angel had picked out and put on a pair of cute denim capris and a hunter green three-quarter length sleeve jersey knit shirt. It was soft, and comfortable, and I couldn’t wait to let Dino pull it off of me.

      Running to the bathroom for the fastest tooth brushing of my life, I had just gotten the toothpaste squeezed onto the brush when the buzzer to the apartment rang. I ran back out to the door and pushed the door entry button to let Dino into the building, and then hurriedly pushed the intercom button next to it.

      “Come on up – I’m in the bathroom.” I mumbled around the toothbrush that I had tucked into my cheek like a squirrel. Hopefully he understood that. I ran back to the bathroom and shut the door behind me. I wanted Dino to come into the apartment, he didn’t need to see me spitting toothpaste into the sink. Running my tongue over my teeth to check the quality of my rush job I was satisfied that they were squeaky clean. My hair had a little more static than I would have liked, but I didn’t have any of my spray oil with me. At least the chemical straightener was still doing its job, and my hair hung down in a glossy curtain.

      It would do.

      I smiled as I heard the knock on the bathroom door. Impatient much?

      “Hold your horses, Dino. Do you want your hug that ba-” The words turned to dust in my mouth and the world turned gray around the edges. I didn’t even have time to fill my lungs with air for a hearty scream when his hands closed around my throat.

      “Oh, Gabriella, I’ve missed you so much.”

      The boogeyman had found me in the middle of the day, and he had come here in Dino’s car. That meant that Dino had lost, and there was no one coming to save me.

      I was going to die.

      He hadn’t even hurt me yet, but I was sure of it. He had come here to kill me, because there was no way he could take me back to his home. How would he explain my absence? My name change? I was legally a completely different person than before. What was he planning on doing? And he was looking at me, huddled as far against the bathroom wall as I could press myself, with his hands lovingly caressing my throat, and the look in his eyes was complete adoration. David Ashley truly loved me. So much that he couldn’t let me go or let me love anyone else.

      David Ashley was going to love me to death.

      I was frozen in fear, so terrified I couldn’t even speak. I couldn’t even fight as he took me by the hand and let me out of the bathroom, halfway through the apartment and almost to the front door before I remembered that I was Jeanette motherfucking Clary and I had a choice. I pulled my hand out of his and took up my guard position, one foot slightly behind me, hands up to protect my face. Fuck you David, I won’t go anywhere.

      He laughed, a real laugh. I amused the shit out of him and didn’t that just piss me off! “Gabriella, what are you doing? Come on, it’s time to go.”

      “What did you do with Dino?” He didn’t like hearing that name, that’s for sure.

      “You can fucking forget that guy,” he said, finally letting a little bit of his true nature show. “He’s waiting where I left him, with a bloody hole in his arm. That’s what he gets for thinking he can touch what’s mine. I’ll put more holes in him too, but not until I show him how happy we are to be reunited.” And then he smiled, and it was the scariest smile I had ever seen, turning my blood to ice in my veins. So scared, I didn’t see his arm raise back, but the strength of the slap knocked me clean off my feet and onto my ass. I landed hard on my tailbone and pain exploded up my back.

      Funny thing about pain. You can either let it stop you in your tracks and paralyze you, or you can use it as fuel to push you forward. I’d already spent years frozen in place, but now? Now I was furious. Who was David Ashley to try and make me do anything? And what the hell had he done to Dino? I would kill him. Or die trying.

      David was looking down at me and smiling, happy to have me on the floor and seemingly under control again. And he had an erection too. So slapping me around is still what gets you hard, huh? So predictable.

      I cowered there on the floor a bit, needing a moment to get my thoughts together, and when I figured out my next move I let a little whimper out, just to hammer home my vulnerability. My ass and back burned like fire, but I was so damned pissed that I could rise above the pain. I just needed to get past David and out the door. If I got out the door I could haul ass down the stairs. And if I could get down the stairs, all I had to do was make it out the front door. And then I would be out in the open. This building was on a corner. Someone would see. That’s all I needed was for one person to see. This was the definitely the type of neighborhood where people would call the cops. And David Ashely was out of his jurisdiction. Fuck yeah.

      “Oh, Gabriella, I hate when you make me do that. You know I like it better when you just do what you’re told. Tsk-tsk,” he said as he leaned over with his arm extended to give me a hand up. Yeah, that’s why you have a boner after knocking me on my ass. Fuck. You.

      I didn’t say anything out loud though. No, I was too busy looking sorry as hell that I had dared defied him, just how he liked it. Just how I always had, because I’d had no other choice, because no one ever listened. No one ever believed me. Well things were different now, I didn’t need to rely on anyone else. I’d spent the last six years learning how to never take a beating from another man again. I learned how to protect myself. I also learned how to get back up when someone else had the upper hand.

      As he leaned over to reach for me I scooted back on my butt, just a little bit, enough to surprise him and catch him off guard as I lifted both legs straight off the ground and cracked him as hard as I could in his kneecaps. He folded like a fucking blanket and landed on his back, half on the kitchen linoleum and half on the living room carpet. Directly in the path of the apartment door.

      I sprang to my feet, and before he could roll over to his knees I planted my right foot square on his dick and used his shitty hard-on to launch myself over him, and when I hit the floor I kept on going until I got my hand on the knob. Turning, turning, slamming the door open so hard it bounced on the wall behind me.

      Level one – out the apartment door.

      He wouldn’t stay down, I knew it. There was no time to waste turning around to see if he was behind me. I knew he was. I could hear his feet pounding on the landing. Taking the steps two at a time I was halfway down when he hit me square in the back and we both went tumbling to the bottom floor. It wasn’t how I planned on getting there but -

      Level two – down the stairs.

      It didn’t even hurt, falling down that flight of stairs with the weight of a full-grown man on top of me. I didn’t have time to feel pain. And he didn’t have time to remember to be careful. Kneeling above me as I lay with my back on the ground he swore, “You fucking bitch. You asked for it, this is going to hurt.” And he pulled his arm back to punch me full in the face.

      But he missed because he’s a fucking idiot and was so mad he was starting to lose control. So I bucked my hips up as hard as I could to use that forward momentum and launched him off of me, over me, onto the ground behind me. I was up and sprinting for the door in a millisecond.

      Level three – out the front do- The hand that grabbed my hair twisted cruelly and pulled back so hard my legs flew out from under me and I came crashing down on my already injured tailbone. The fight went out of me for a moment as I completely succumbed to the pain, and the sobs ripped out of my throat unbidden. I had zero control. I was too stunned by the jarring pain to move. I could only lay on the ground staring at the front door as it slid further and further away. Or rather as I slid further away, in the opposite direction.

      He was pulling me towards the back door. By my hair. To the parking lot that butted up against nothing but trees and shrubbery. A perfect secluded backyard for a half-filled apartment building full of elderly people. The perfect place to be abducted in privacy for me. No, I’d wanted the front door, not the back. Panic and desperation blew away the fog in my brain and I bucked up again, loosening his hold on my hair. As he let go I rolled quickly out of reach, making him swear again.

      “Goddamn it, Gabriella, stay still. If you would have just done what you were told I would have let you sit in the car. Now I’ll have to fucking tie you up and it’s all your fault.” He was screaming now, which was new. He’d never raised his voice to me before, just did everything in that same creepy methodical way whether he was petting my hair or holding me down and leaving bloody bite marks on my skin. Even doing some heinous shit, David had never lost his temper before. Now he was going completely nuts.

      I really felt like that was a win for me. At least that was what I told myself, letting it run through my mind like a mantra as I rolled again and got shakily to my feet. There was some damage there, I think I might have broken my tailbone, but I couldn’t worry about it. I could think about it later, when I was pretty sure I wasn’t about to die.

      “Gabriella. Come.” David spit the words out at me angrily.

      “Fuck. Off,” I threw the words back at him.

      My mistake was turning around. I was so close to level three, and I just wanted to make it to that door and out the other side. But as soon as I let myself turn I felt the pressure as David grabbed me by the back of the head and the wall came rushing in to greet the side of my face.

      Boss level.

      Darkness.

      I must have only blacked out for a second because when I opened my eyes again I was halfway out the back door. David was struggling with having to drag me by my shoulders and get the door to stay open. The thing that most industrial doors had that kept them from slamming shut was broken, and every time he tried to swing the door open to drag me out, it kept coming back and slapping him in the ass. If I wasn’t being dragged to my death I would have found it funny. As it was, I lacked the strength to even open my eyes all the way, much less struggle.

      Now I would be dragged into the car and to my end. To Dino’s car, although how David had gotten his hands on it I didn’t want to guess. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to Dino. I loved Dino. And now he was possibly all fucked up because David was a sociopath who only had one fixation for some reason and it was me. Even after all these years it was me. There wasn’t anything special about me that made men go crazy. After all this time and the self-help books and the YouTube videos about victims dealing with recovery I had learned by now that it wasn’t anything I did. David was how he was because something was broken inside of him. The difference between David and other dangerous sociopaths was that he didn’t have other triggers. For some reason I was the only one. But trying to figure out the “why me” part of things was also a form of self-punishment, so I decided a long time ago not to waste my time trying to figure it out.

      I was so tired of hurting. Tired of running. Tired of hiding.

      Fuck David Ashely and his psychosis.

      I wanted my life back.

      I wanted to go shopping with Angel and make sure Gabe kept his calendar organized and that he started up the new protection business that I know he had been mulling over because heading the investment firm was just so boring.

      I wanted to go on dates with Dino. I wanted to say his first and last name together and I wanted to meet his Grandma and tell her what a good man her grandson was even though I bet she already knew.

      I wanted to drink all the margaritas I wanted with Gerta and Jolene and not worry about having complete self-control. I wanted to laugh and drink and eat too many carbs.

      I wanted David Ashley to get his fucking hands off me and make it so he could never ever put them on me again.

      Taking advantage of his difficulty with the door, I gave up struggling to make it to the front door of the building and decided if he wanted to go out the back door then I would help him. I didn’t have the strength to get to my feet, but I still wrapped my arms around his legs and pulled them forward, so his knees bent, and he lost his balance falling over me and onto his ass.

      I tried to get up. I really did, but the injury in my back and tailbone finally decided to take matters out of my hands. It wasn’t that it hurt so bad to stand up, my legs literally wouldn’t do it. I could only scoot backward, moving further into the parking lot. Closer to where David had been dragging me in the first place. My throat was too hoarse to scream. I tried, but nothing would come out but dry gasps. Tiny noises that were covered up by the passing city traffic on the other side of the building.

      David got to his feet and smiled, wiping the gravel that had embedded itself into his palms onto his jeans. The little pebbles scattered, making little tumbling sounds as they fell. It was a very weird thing to notice, and I probably did because I was finally going insane. “You are going into that car, Gabriella. Then I am going to rip you up right in front of your boyfriend so you can scream it out together. Just remember, you brought this on yourself.”

      I waited until he was on top of me before I used the last of my strength to kick him right in the fucking face. My foot met the bones of his nose in a glorious crunch, and his scream of pain was better than any cry for help I could have uttered. But he recovered too quickly, and with blood streaming down his face from his quite obviously broken nose he brought his leg up and then straight down on my inner thigh, grinding his heel in the soft tissue of my groin. There was no more moving for me after that. I had used my last life on this boss level, and there was nothing I could do but stare at the back of the apartment as he dragged me by my shoulders across the parking lot, closer to the car, further away from freedom.

      A glint in the lower left window caught my eye. A curtain that had moved just a little bit. Gerta and Jolene weren’t around, they couldn’t have been back from lunch already, could they? I didn’t want them to see this. I didn’t want them to witness anything that would involve them or get them hurt in any way. Because David would hurt them. He wasn’t even trying to hide how fucked up he was, beating the shit out of me and cursing at me in broad daylight. It was an empty parking lot, hidden by some trees, but still.

      He was still grunting and pulling at my shoulders, running out of steam himself but still dragging me steadily towards the car when I noticed the glass of the lower left window start sliding open slowly. In my dazed state it was funny to me, because windows should open bottom to top, but this window slid open from side to side. I saw an old man with a white crew cut and a stained-up white t-shirt, and then I saw the barrel of the rifle as he eased the tip of it out the window and fired. Even though I saw him doing it, the pop pop surprised me. I couldn’t move though, I had nothing left in me, even when David’s body thudded against the side of the car and slid down on top of me.

      Was he dead? I didn’t know. Maybe I hallucinated the dingy grandpa vigilante shooting out the window, and in my deluded state I didn’t notice I had been stuffed into the car and was on my way to my doom. But no, the heavy weight was relieved as David was unceremoniously shoved off of me and the heel of a busted gray house slipper appeared in front of my face as it kicked David’s body the rest of the way off of me and rolled over onto its back.

      Oh shit, yeah, he was dead.

      And I wasn’t even scared, I mean, nobody wants to be trapped under a dead body, but I could only feel relief that he was fucking gone. My decrepit hero stood in front of me, shuffling from one slippered foot to the other while I just laid there on the ground looking up at him, probably smiling like an idiot.

      “I don’t hear very well.” He also had a problem with close conversation because he was definitely using his outside voice.

      “Yeah?” It was a weird conversation starter considering, but he had just saved my life, so I wasn’t going to pick apart his vocabulary.

      “Yeah,” he said as he looked down at me with concern on his face. “I didn’t know until I saw him trying to get you out the door. I felt it banging against the wall because my apartment is right there.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the still open window on the first floor. “It looked like you guys had been going at it for a while, but I couldn’t hear, or else I would have shot him sooner.” He leaned down to give me a hand up, but I couldn’t take it.

      “I can’t get up, I think I need an ambulance,” I said shakily, and almost on cue I heard the sirens blaring up the street. Well how’s that for timing, I thought to myself. They can’t possibly be coming here.

      But the closer the sounds came the more I wasn’t sure about that. And right before I saw the red and blue lights reflected on the windows as they came screaming around the corner, a black Escalade pulled into the parking lot. The vehicle barely came to a stop before Gabe flung himself out the driver’s side door. I heard his feet pounding against the pavement and felt the rumbling of his approach through the asphalt under my back.

      “Gary,” Gabe exclaimed as he came to a skidding halt next to me and started feeling around my arms and legs for injuries. I swatted at his hands, fuck I was tired, I just wanted to close my eyes. “What happened, Gary?”

      “Castle laws, Gabe,” I heard the older man shout. “This is my home, and the people in it are my family. He was trying to hurt my family, so I shot him. Two times.”

      Tears pricked the backs of my eyelids. That stranger called me family. Although I was familiar with the castle law and this one was just a tiny bit of a stretch, I bet Gabe would find a lawyer that would make it work.

      I couldn’t keep my eyes open any more, the adrenaline was leaving my body and I was crashing hard. Too much pain, too much exhaustion, my consciousness was being stolen from me even as I heard the police pull into the parking lot as well.

      “They are probably going to take my gun,” the old man said sadly.

      “Gary, you are my hero,” I heard Gabe reply, his voice thick with emotion. “If they take your gun I will buy you another one. A better one.”

      “I’ll buy you two,” I yelled with the last of my strength, making sure Gary could hear me, and then I passed blissfully into the black.
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      I’m allergic to opioids, but I didn’t get a chance to tell the nursing staff at the hospital, so when I came out of surgery on my shoulder and got my first dose of their standard pain meds I came awake puking.

      Fun times.

      I’d made it almost all the way back to Toledo, but I had lost a lot of blood and I was having a really hard time staying on the road. That’s why I’ll always be grateful to Gabe for answering the phone on the first ring like he did. He and Angel did me a real solid. My hands had been shaking and covered with the blood that had run down my arm from the bullet wound. I had to wipe them on my jeans three times just so my touchscreen would let me push the fucking button for Gabe’s number.

      “Gabe, I need help.”

      “Where is Jeanette?” Bonus points to him for thinking about her first.

      “She’s at the apartment, but David’s on his way. Gabe – everyone’s dead. He blew away Chaz Malone, Eddie, Gordon, he’s crazy – get her out of there. I won’t make it in time, he shot me too, and I’m living but I’m not one hundred percent. Call the cops, call everyone, and make a lot of fucking noise, man.”

      The wooziness was a real problem, and I swerved hard on the highway to miss going off the side of the road. The sound of my tires grinding over the rumble strip permeated the vehicle and I heard Gabe throw his phone to Angel.

      “Give me your phone, Angel, talk to Dino.” I heard him in the background of the call and then he was gone. He was a good guy, Gabe was. I would have never told him that to his face before, but after how he came through for Jeanette, no questions asked, I might have to rethink that policy.

      Angel too. She proved herself to be a “ride or die” kind of woman yesterday for sure.

      “Is the phone on speaker, Dino?” she asked, and her breath came out in puffs, like she was running. I heard a car door slam a few seconds later and the rumble of what I assumed was her Jeep starting.

      “Yeah, I only have one good arm right now and I am trying to use it to drive.”

      “Pull off the highway the first chance you get and tell me where you are. I’m coming to get you.”

      And she did. Pulled right up to the gross hotel parking lot on Buck Road. It was as far as I could go, and I barely made it. That place was such a dump I was surprised it was still standing, but I guess I could only be grateful it was, because the lot was mostly empty and it didn’t take Angel as long as it could have to find me, slumped over the wheel in the Lincoln with the tinted windows.

      I thought it would take her longer to figure out, considering she was looking for my BMW, but she probably also recognized the Town Car, having already been in it once.

      She had a hard time wrestling me into the Jeep. I was conscious, and I tried to help her, but the blood loss was making me weak and I stumbled a few times. We probably should have called an ambulance but fuck me if either of us thought about it. Getting to a hospital was the first thing on both of our minds. I bled all over the inside of that Jeep. Poor Angel, she never said a word about it, just drove like a bat out of hell until the Jeep came careening up to the front of the emergency department and she got out of the car at a run. The double doors opened automatically, and I heard her screaming, “I need help! He’s been shot!” There were a lot of footsteps after that, but I didn’t hear much after as I was passing out completely.

      Then I woke up to my body violently rejecting the pain meds, and an anxious looking Gabe standing over my bed.

      “You look like shit, how are you feeling?”

      “Awful, your face is killing me,” I could barely croak out the words, my throat was so dry and raw. That earned me a grin and a middle finger in response, so I assumed that it wasn’t just my pain that was putting him in such a good mood.

      “Jeannette,” that was all I could get out, all I could say and I swallowed thickly, hoping for his response but afraid of it at the same time.

      “Oh she’s here, Dino. Angel dragged her downstairs to the cafeteria for food.” Gabe’s face turned serious for a moment. “Hey man, I didn’t know what I was going to find but I sent the cops up to that warehouse in Detroit. Four bodies for fuck’s sake. What the hell happened up there?” He held his hands out and shook his head, “Wait, never mind. Don’t tell me right now, tell the police. They have been chomping at the bit to get to you. They put Jeanette through the ringer, and she was a champion, but there is just shit that cannot get answered without your testimony.”

      “I want to see her.” The cops could wait. If they came in here it would be hours, maybe days before they let me loose. I didn’t want to wait for another second to see her face, to know she was alive and unharmed.

      “Sorry, Dino,” Gabe said sadly as he waved his hand to the doorway, where two suits and a uniformed deputy stood waiting. One had a recording device and two had big fat briefcases and they pulled a Red Sea, like Moses had waved them apart to let Gabe slide back out of the room.

      Fuck me.

      They hounded me through four damn hours of questioning, until the nurse came in to give me more meds and had to shoo them from the room. They weren’t done though, they were coming back tomorrow. It was all kinds of a messed-up investigation, but considering all the bodies and evidence that was pretty much everywhere, it wasn’t like they didn’t believe me. It was just so complex – hell if I hadn’t lived it I wouldn’t believe it myself, but since my story matched up with Gabe and Jeanette’s in all the places it needed to, there really weren’t any criminal charges being pressed against myself or Jeanette. As a matter of fact, the officers I talked to were more pissed than anything. Good cops hate dirty cops, and after they heard about what happened to Jeanette – well, let’s just say David Ashley was lucky he was dead.

      My mind couldn’t even really process the previous events either. I’d been working Chaz Malone for months, and it took a completely unrelated psycho to crack the mystery behind why he was dicking my family over. It was going to break Nonna’s heart, hearing there was another grandchild out there that she never knew about, that she could have brought into her home and loved. I don’t know that he would have turned out any differently though, breaking the news to her was going to be difficult. But at least I could see my Nonna again. Could sit at the family table on a Sunday and eat her homemade gnocchi and not have to worry about another fucking thing. Maybe Jeanette would want to go with me…

      Jeanette. My eyes were getting so heavy from whatever new pain reliever they decided to give me that wouldn’t make me sick. I’d waited so long to see her but now I was fighting to stay awake. The bed was swallowing me up and the blankets were weighing me down and I couldn’t keep my eyelids open for another second. I vaguely heard the nurses in the hallway, saying, “He’s exhausted. We just gave him another dose of pain medication and he’s just now getting some rest. I’ll need you to go sit with the rest of the family in the waiting room, or you could come back tomorrow.”

      The rest of the family?

      Yawn.

      Who was that nurse talking to?

      Slow blink.

      Who else was here in the waiting room?

      Fuck I’m tired.

      I really just want…to see…Jeanette…
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      The nurse tried to keep me out of the room, she really did. But I had had enough of people trying to boss me around for a lifetime, so I told her she could let me in there now or she could deal with two pissed off people when he woke up. Because I guarantee my face was going to be the first one he wanted to see when he opened his eyes next. I mean, it was possible that maybe that wasn’t the case but I must have talked a good game because she let me in there and brought me a pillow and a blanket so I could curl in one of the “Dad beds” that doubled as a chair next to the hospital bed. Those beds that are usually in the maternity rooms, that unfold into the most uncomfortable flat surfaces known to man? Yeah, I curled up into that sucker and made it my bitch while I stared at his handsome sleeping face and tried not to reach out and touch him, just to make sure he was really there.

      I was trying to let him sleep, like the nurses said I had to, but it was hard to deny the impulse. He’d been shot. By David. He’d almost died, because of an association with me, and he’d still managed to drag himself, broken and bleeding to drive almost forty-five minutes to get to me.

      All those times I’d wished I was dead because of David, and I had never before now been so glad to have survived. It was the most uncomfortable night sleep I had suffered through in a while, but I must have nodded off for a bit at least, because I opened my eyes and met his caramel brown ones, silently watching me for God knows how long. I feel asleep on guard duty, how pathetic.

      “Hi, beautiful,” he whispered.

      “Liar,” I whispered back. I looked like hot garbage and I knew it. Surprisingly enough, I had suffered nothing broken in the fight with David, just a lot of contusions and bruising. I’d apparently toughened up in the last six years. My face was a swollen mess and I knew there were scrape marks all over from being dragged through the apartment and the parking lot, not even counting the shiner I got when I kissed the wall in the hallway. It was sweet of him to lie about it though.

      “Beautiful to me.”

      He was awake, I could touch him now without getting into trouble, couldn’t I?

      Sitting up in the Dad bed, I leaned over and reached my hand through the bedrails, brushing the bare skin of his uninjured arm. Oh, it wasn’t a dream, he was really there. I was really there, and David Ashley was really dead and never coming back. Dino blinked sleepily at me and gave me a lopsided smile, I was pretty sure his pain meds were still in control as his eyes were slightly unfocused.

      “Why don’t you come here and give me my hug?” He was still whispering, but his words washed over me like a joyful shout.

      “You mean like a real hug?” I asked, returning his smile with one of my own. “I kind of thought you meant hug as a euphemism for sex.”

      “I mean, it can be,” and he waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively. Silly Dino. Was this his normal self? Or just the pain meds talking? I took comfort in knowing that I didn’t have to rush to find out, and he didn’t have to hide anymore either.

      I leaned over him, unsure of exactly where it was okay to touch him considering he had just come out of surgery the day before, and his arm and shoulder was a mess of bandages and wrappings. “I’m not sure where it’s okay to touch you without hurting you,” I said as I bent down first in one direction, then changed my mind and went another. I didn’t know where to put my arms, it was too awkward.

      “It’s okay to touch me anywhere,” Dino said, coughing and then seizing up because I know the entire movement pulled at his busted shoulder. “It’s going to hurt no matter where you touch me. I just want you to touch me.” He laid his head back against the pillow and yawned, his eyelids blinking lazily.

      Oh man, he needed to go back to sleep. I leaned down and kissed him softly but pulled away when he placed his good hand on the back of my head and tried to deepen the kiss. He was certainly in no shape for making out, and my face was swollen and painful as well. Was it considered patient abuse to give a man hopped up on pain meds a boner? I didn’t know, but it seemed wrong somehow, so I removed my lips from his. But then I kissed him on one cheek, then the other. Then I kissed him on the forehead, and when I lifted my head for the last time, his eyes had fluttered closed and he was breathing a little more deeply than he had been a moment before.

      I thought he had fallen asleep, but as I curled back up onto the small chair bed he spoke again. “Will you be here in the morning when I wake up?”

      “Yeah, Dino, I’ll be here.”

      “And the next day too?” I had no idea how long he would be in the hospital, the surgery had gone well, and I just assumed he would be getting discharged soon. But under the influence of his pain medication he seemed to need a little reassurance.

      “If you are here, that’s where I’ll be.”

      He liked that answer, and before long his quiet breathing turned to soft snores, so I knew now he had fallen back to sleep. There was so much for us to talk about, but it could wait, I wasn’t going anywhere. Things were still a sticky legal mess. I wasn’t in trouble actually, but there was so much truth to be told, and it would take a long time before the police would be satisfied with the entire story. All six years of it.

      Gabe had asked me if I planned on changing my name back, but Gabriella Hensley was a stranger to me now. This was my life for the last six years, and I liked being Jeanette Clary. Jeanette Clary had friends, Jeanette Clary had a kick-ass job, and Jeanette Clary was the woman that fell in love with Dino Affini. I wouldn’t trade any of my tomorrows getting to know Dino better, to get back any piece of Gabriella Hensley.

      I wasn’t stupid enough to be grateful to David Ashley for the life I had now. I mean, fuck that guy, he was a sociopath and deserved everything he got. But I’m glad I fought. I’m glad I survived. I’m glad I won.

      There were other things I needed to tell Dino too, like how I had met his sister in the waiting room, and his Nonna too. Vanessa had tearfully apologized to me for the way that she treated me, and that was before she even heard about my story, then she broke down completely. She has a strained relationship with her brother, but I think she’s trying. Now that he doesn’t have to hide who he is, he can try too.

      Gabe for some reason has declared Italian food his favorite, even though I had never before heard that. I thought it was Chinese takeout, but whatever. He’s decided that the restaurant business is a solid investment and has plans to funnel money into renovations to Affini’s. I know he really wants to start a new security business, that’s his real dream so the bullshit about investing is really just a cover for him wanting to take care of his friend. I wouldn’t call him out on it. Gabe and his need to take care of everyone is part of who he is and why I survived six years ago, so I’ll let him have that play.

      I also did a thing. When I was talking to Vanessa I happened to ask her about the wedding set Dino said got sold at the auction. I wasn’t kidding when I said I had a lot of money. Gabe paid me a ridiculous salary that I barely used to live on. I lived frugally and simply not because I wanted to, but because I was trying to be stealthy. Even if I only counted my salary from Gabe I would still be considered well-off. But I was rich before I met Gabe, even if it was money I couldn’t convert to cash. I’d long switched mining cryptocurrency in favor of trading it, and for the last six years my investments had just been gathering interest. Building and building. I was from the original generation of bitcoin nerds, and was a self-made millionaire.

      I’d asked Gabe to find out about the auction, and where the wedding set went. The woman who bought it was more than happy to part with it at double the price she paid for it. Gabe was facilitating the purchase tomorrow, so I didn’t have to leave the hospital if I didn’t want to. I’d let Dino put those rings back on his Nonna’s hand himself, and I wouldn’t hear a single word of protest from him. He was mine. I’d claimed him. No dollar amount could pay Dino back for my freedom, and anyway, it wasn’t a gift for him. It was a gift for the strong woman who believed so much in her family that she’d helped raise such a good man.

      I rolled to my side in the uncomfortable chair, tucked the pillow under my head and pulled the blanket up over my shoulders. I reached my arm through the bars of the handrail again, put my hand on his and left it there. Feeling my skin on his skin through that simple touch was so soothing, I felt my own eyelids growing heavy and I couldn’t believe that I might actually be able to fall asleep again in that chair.

      Hopefully everything would be taken care of tomorrow and I would have those rings in my possession by Sunday, because that was when I was invited over to his Nonna’s house for dinner. I wondered if Dino was going to mind.

      I would ask him about it in the morning.
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      “What do you mean the delivery was canceled?” I was having a hard time processing the words on the other end of the line. In a classic case of someone faced with a situation they couldn’t understand, I simply repeated the phrase I had just heard, but in the form of a question.

      “What I just said, Jesse, I am surprised your dad didn’t tell you. I talked to him about it on Monday. If the balance doesn’t get paid, we can’t send out any more deliveries.” The voice on the other end of the phone was sympathetic but firm.

      “Shit, Alex, is there anything we can do here? I was expecting that delivery today. Tomorrow is Thursday.” Thursday night in a college town was Friday for a bar. Most kids made it so they didn’t have class on Friday, or no morning classes anyway and the bars filled up with college youth partying off all the studying they were pretending to do during the week. Nasta’s was no different. I needed the beer. I needed the liquor, too, but most college kids were buying cheap pours on draft, so I could get away with running out of a few things - but I had to have that beer. Otherwise, we might as well shut down for the weekend, and I couldn’t do that either. I couldn’t afford to shut down for a single shift, we were barely squeaking by as it was.

      “Jesse, I took your dad off credit hold when you came home to take over operations,” Alex said, his voice low. Alex owned the beer distributor my dad’s bar had used for years. We weren’t really friends, but we were kind of friendly, I guess? He didn’t have to use customer service voice with me at any rate and he certainly wasn’t using it now. “You guys are net thirty, not net sixty or net ninety. You are eighty-five days past due on the last several invoices. I just can’t right now.”

      “That can’t be right, Alex,” I countered, tugging on my beard. It was a habit I mostly didn’t realize I was doing, but lately, I’d been doing it so much my chin was starting to get sore. “I budgeted the money for those deliveries. I specifically laid out all the invoices to be paid and handed them to Dad myself.”

      “I’m sure you did Jesse, but he didn’t pay them.”

      Damn it.

      Squeezing my eyes shut I tried to calculate how much I had on my credit card, and how much I could afford to put on it and still afford to pay it off at the end of the next billing cycle. It was going against everything I said I wouldn't do when I came home to bail him out, but we needed that shipment. “How much to get us caught up?” I asked, bracing myself for the blow. Alex gave me a number. If that number had been a weapon it would have been a sledgehammer busting me right upside the head.

      “Motherfucker,” I yelled into the phone, slamming my hand down on the bar. “Oh shit, sorry, Alex, that wasn’t for you. Can you email me over the exact invoices that we haven’t paid so I can double check them against the checks that were sent out?”

      “Yeah, Jesse, I can do that.”

      Breathe, Jesse, in through your nose, out through your mouth.

      “How much will it take for us to be able to get anything, even a small delivery?” Holding my breath, I prayed silently for a smaller number.

      There was silence on the other end of the phone, then a long drawn-out sigh. “Pay off the ones that are over sixty days and I can get you a delivery tomorrow. A small one,” he added at the end.

      Thank you, Jesus, I sang a hallelujah in my head. I dug my wallet out of my back pocket and pulled out my—strictly for emergencies—credit card and rattled off the appropriate numbers. “Thanks, Alex,” I said into the receiver, “you’re a lifesaver.”

      “Yeah, Jesse, I got you. But you know you need to do something about him, right? He’s backsliding. After all the work you did to dig him out of the mess he had made.”

      “I need to check out a few things first, I don’t want to jump to conclusions,” I replied lamely. Alex knew what was going on, and I was a broken record of excuses. I could use whatever words I wanted to for the purposes of a phone call, but Alex knew, and I knew, my dad drank that money away. It wasn’t the first time that bills didn’t get paid. It wasn’t the first time we had deliveries or services canceled on us. It wasn’t the first time my dad lied.

      “The truck will be there tomorrow before two,” Alex said. “And if I were you, I would make sure you were the one there taking inventory as it comes off the truck.” I sucked in a breath. I knew what he was implying, and he was probably right, but man it sucked having someone lay it all out like that.

      “Thanks for your help, Alex,” I said as I hung up the phone. I balled up my fists on the bar and counted, keeping my breathing slow and even.

      Each breath is a wave. Breathe into the shore, out to the ocean.

      Into the shore—I had to calm myself down before I talked to my father.

      Out to the ocean—I needed to eliminate all anger from my body before I confronted him about the money. If I came in with accusations he would just shut down and we would be on a train to nowhere. There would be a hellacious argument, and then somehow, he would be a victim and I would be downstairs at the bar doing exactly what I was doing now, except for with an extra helping of guilt thrown in.

      Into the shore – screw it, I needed a cigarette. I’d been doing so well, too.

      I’d been trying some meditation to help me keep my temper and not go apeshit on my dad, and also to help me cut down on smoking. It was a terrible habit, and one I had almost managed to kick except for when I was really stressed out. And nothing stressed me out more than my mostly functional—but still consistently a fuck-up—sixty-year-old father. Standing outside the back entrance of the bar I leaned against the building and let my head rest against the rough brick exterior. The late fall air blew a frigid blast up the sleeves of the flannel I wore unbuttoned over a plain t-shirt but I didn’t care. My temper had me hot under the collar and I welcomed the chilly blast. No snow yet, but it would come soon enough.

      Inhaling deeply, I let the smoke fill my lungs, hang out there for a few seconds, then I exhaled, letting it come out my nose and mouth. I watched the swirls of smoke plume up into the air, twirling around until they disappeared above my head. I hated that such a nasty habit did such a damn good job of calming me down.

      I wasn’t always such a stressed-out mess.

      I wasn’t always a bar manager either. I used to be a baker—well, I was trying to be before I got called back home to bail out my dad. I’d gone to a prestigious culinary school out in LA, and I was just getting ready to start my internship at Flake, a bakery in the Los Angeles area with a very prominent background, when I got the call that Mom had died of an aneurysm. Silent killer, they called it. No one saw it coming.

      That was pretty much the beginning of the end, actually. I’d come home for the funeral and I never went back. I couldn’t. Dad couldn’t function. I had thought that his downward spiral was due to Mom’s passing but that wasn’t it. Dad had always been an alcoholic, but Mom had just been so good at covering up for him. I’d been devastated when she’d died, too. I wanted to mourn too.

      But I didn’t get a chance. Instead, I had to play parent to someone who didn’t know how to deal with his own grief, so he turned to his old standby to help him get through the tough times. Oh, who was I kidding? Dad turned to alcohol to get him through any times. If it wasn’t for Mom, we probably would have lost the bar a hundred times over by now. Couldn't trust Dad with a bottle or a dollar.

      Closing the window on those particular memories, I kicked away the rock that had been holding the back door propped open and went back into the bar. Thinking about Mom would only end up depressing me into needing another cigarette. No sense dwelling on memories of the past, when I had the immediate future to deal with. I could only get about a quarter of my original order for delivery tomorrow, and I needed to figure out how to make it work.

      A half-stocked bar on a Thursday night in a college town. Shit.

      Fortunately, besides learning about pastries, I had the benefit of some good business and management courses while I was blessed with my education.

      People buy what you tell them to buy, you just need to make them think they want it. I wandered behind the bar with a notebook and a pen, taking stock of what we had that I could create a special with. I wasn’t what I would consider a born salesman. I was better with my hands than with my words, but even I knew the basic sales rule of thumb. Today’s “hottest” product to push is whatever you have the most of. So all I had to do was check my inventory and see what my “most of” deal of the day was going to be.

      Why the hell did I have all this peppermint schnapps? I looked at the full bottle of Rumpleminz tucked on the shelf. We hadn’t even opened the damn thing yet and there were like ten more bottles on a shelf in the back. Why did I buy a case? Was it cheaper? Hell, I couldn’t even remember when I had ordered it, and ten bottles of Rumpleminz was about nine and a half bottles too many, but I’d learned long ago how to turn excess into profit. We were about to have a special on…what is cheap as hell that I can use as a mixer? Not another alcohol, it needed to be something that would make up the body of the drink and I could serve it in a rocks glass…or a martini glass.

      It came to me. A drink that would be cheap as hell to make, that I could market as a specialty, and that was sweet enough that it would definitely appeal to the clientele that came in not sure what to order because they didn’t normally drink. Those were my most mind-numbing customers. The ones who didn’t really drink, but they were out with their friends so instead of ordering a soda or coffee like they would probably rather be drinking they made myself or another member of the staff run through every drink they knew of by memory until something stuck out to them.

      Well, here they could have this weekend’s special—the Rumpletini, which was chocolate syrup swirled into the glass, a shot of peppermint schnapps and topped off with chocolate milk. For those who were more advanced and felt more comfortable with a shot in their hand, I would present the Rumplemini; Rumplminz with a squirt of chocolate syrup and whipped cream. If the brisk wind outside brought on a need for something warm, a spiked peppermint hot chocolate would do. A couple of taps on my phone and both of the bar’s social media pages were updated with the perfect drinks for this chilly weekend. Good prices for a bar special and still enough of a profit per drink that we would be able to make up some of the money we were losing having to pay back that huge liquor bill that had piled up. I just needed to remember to pick up enough milk to get us through at least one evening before I came in on Thursday night.

      Feeling a little better now that I had a good plan of attack for the weekend, I had almost convinced myself that I could go upstairs to the apartment my dad had moved into above the bar and confront him about the past due bills. He’d moved out of the house that he’d shared with Mom and pretty much let the property go to hell, so when I rushed back home to help him salvage his life I started taking care of things. It was a little big for just me, but I couldn’t stand to think of it leaving the family, so I kept up with what I could. The house had been in the family for three generations on my Mom’s side, so it was bought and paid for, just normal property taxes and such were what was owed, and I took care of that just like I took care of everything else.

      I had to. No one else would. Certainly not Dad. Rounding the back hallway over by the restrooms, I stopped at the foot of the almost hidden stairway that led up to the second floor. We kept it locked during bar hours to keep people from accidentally wandering to the apartment upstairs, but it was unlocked now. I didn’t work the closing shift last night and I’m willing to bet Dad worked his way downstairs and either sat at the bar drinking during cleanup or nabbed something after the bar was locked up for the night. I sighed and swung the door to the stairway open quietly, I would have to check the inventory on the Jack Daniels and see if we were lower than we should be.

      That familiar smell assaulted me as I got three-quarters of the way up the stairs and near to the apartment door, which was half ajar. That musty smell of old man that doesn’t clean his apartment, and the smell of a body sweating out all the alcohol it had ingested the night before. I also heard the snoring before I even got all the way into the room; the incessant chainsaw snorting that rattled the walls in a crescendo before tapering back down. One, two, three, snort. One, two three, exhale. I was surprised I couldn’t hear it all the way downstairs, but grateful as well.

      There was no way I could talk to him about anything right now, he'd be sleeping it off for a while yet I bet.

      God, I need another cigarette.

      I didn't want one, but I fucking needed it. And before I knew it I was standing outside again, leaning against the cold brick of the building, trying to come up with a way to get out of the stagnant situation I was in. The way things were going, I'd never be able to leave the bar. The minute I walked away the whole place would go to hell. I couldn't trust Dad to pay the damn liquor bill. I'd give him a month before the lights in the place were turned off.

      Lost in my own thoughts my eyes snapped open when I thought I heard someone yelling my name. I looked down the alley but didn't see anyone. There was a dead end on the other side of my building, so I knew it wasn't coming from there. I was beginning to think I'd made it up in my stressed-out head when a little kid, couldn't have been more than four or five years old, came tearing around the alley as fast as he could. His little legs were pumping like pistons and seconds later a harried young woman rounded the corner after him.

      "Jesse," she screamed, out of breath from the chase. "Jesse, stop running right this instant!"

      But he couldn't stop, he was running with all the forward momentum that a little kid has, the only thing that was going to stop him was a wall or a tumble over something, and not seconds after I had the thought, he tripped on a raised brick in the road. This was an old end of downtown Toledo, and some of our alleys still sported that rusty red brick. The toe of his little tennis shoe got caught and he went down with a crunch not two feet in front of me. I dropped the cigarette onto the ground, barely having the presence of mind to stub it out with the toe of my boot before I ran to where he lay, terrified he was hurt.

      Now I don't know much about little kids, having none of my own, but it was pure instinct that caused me to crouch in the alley and scoop him up in my arms, cradling his head on my shoulder as I held him still so he wouldn't injure himself further. Kids are resilient though, and it was only a couple of seconds before he lifted his face to mine. He had a mop of hair so dark it was almost black that erupted into a riot of curls that fell wildly all over his face. His dark, solemn eyes fixed on mine, and before I could say anything he opened his little mouth, and in the cutest voice I had ever heard, said, "I can't hold it anymore, Mister."

      It took me another several seconds to register what he meant by that, but by then I already felt something warm and wet spreading down my arm and the front of my shirt.
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      I was living in a nightmare. That was the only explanation I could accept in my absolute panic. A nightmare. When a four-year-old says he has to "go to the bathroom, real bad," you don't question it. You find the safest place to stop the car and find him a bathroom because, and I learned this the hard way, he will pee wherever he is when he has to go. Problem was, I was in an unfamiliar part of town, and I had no idea what a safe place was. This was downtown, I was from the East Side, and that was about as far apart as you could be and still be called Toledo. Where I lived there were no safe places. All the businesses had bars on the windows and graffiti graced all of the dirty brick walls. Any place was safer than where I came from, so when Jesse started yelling from the backseat about needing to potty I turned down the first street that looked like it had businesses.

      We got out of the car to find out that while there may have been businesses, none of them were open. The Italian restaurant seemed to be closed for some sort of remodeling, the tattoo shop wasn't open, and the bar certainly would be closed for some time yet. We were hitting def con five levels of need and Jesse was doing the dance while his hand pinched his crotch, like that would keep his bladder sealed.

      I knew from experience that it would not.

      I was going to be late for my job interview. An interview for a job that I desperately needed, but probably wasn’t going to even be considered for because my babysitter backed out at the last minute and I had to bring my son. And by backing out last minute I mean she just didn’t show up. So, that was how my morning was going. And as soon as he started fussing about having to go to the bathroom I knew I had to find somewhere to pull over. Keep driving until we find someplace was not an option, when a little kid has to go—they have to go. Right. Now.

      We would have to walk and knock on doors to see who was open, it was our only shot. All the businesses couldn’t be closed, right? It was late morning, something had to be open. It was just my crappy luck that Jesse took off like a bat out of hell as soon as I got the car parked. I knew what he was up to when he made a beeline for the alley behind the place called “Nasta’s,” he was going to pee up against the building. The neighbor boy ‘Tonio from three trailers down had told him previously that as long as no one sees you, boys can pee wherever because they can do it standing up. I caught him dropping trow against the side of the trailer after that and had to explain to him that just because there was a bush between him and the road didn’t mean that it was okay for him to just let it hang out and pee against the side of the house. I told him only in an emergency could he pee outside.

      Apparently, this was an emergency.

      “Jesse,” I yelled as he tore off down the road and disappeared around the side of the dark brick building. My heart sped up and I ran as fast as I could to catch him. What was it about little kids and their ability to run faster than a cheetah when they had a mind to? I wish he could find some of that speed when it was time to brush his teeth at night or put his shoes on to head out the door. Not now, when we were in an unfamiliar part of the city when any kind of creepy lurker could be hanging out in the shadows, waiting to snatch wandering little boys.

      I careened around the corner just in time to see him face plant on the bricks—right in front of a strawberry blonde man with a full beard, smoking a cigarette. Oh crap, we found a degenerate. He was a pretty clean cut looking degenerate, and I knew a lot of them from the trailer park, but looks could be deceiving. Normal people don’t hang out in alleys. Not at night, and not in the middle of the morning. He watched Jesse fall butt over chin on the road, his mouth falling open in shock. Then the shock turned to concern on his face and he dropped his cigarette, snubbing it out with the toe of his shoe, and he ran to Jesse. I still hadn’t made it to the two of them yet, my legs being on the shorter end and my cardiovascular health being nonexistent, so I didn’t even get a chance to say “stop” before the stranger had picked Jesse up off the ground. By the time I came to a halt in front of the two of them, my chest heaving and my legs quivering from the strain, the man had Jesse cradled to his chest, looking for all the world like he had witnessed a car crash. I made it just in time to hear his cherubic little four-year-old voice say,

      “I couldn’t hold it anymore, Mister.”

      Crap on a crab cracker, Jesse had reached his limit. There was nothing I could do but stand there, huffing and puffing like a crazy person while my only son wet his pants in a stranger’s arms. He could have dropped him. He could have started yelling considering the circumstances, but he shocked the hell out of me when he ignored me, as well as the dark spreading stain on his shirt and said, “Are you okay, Buddy? Did you hurt yourself?”

      I could see Jesse’s face now, and he was looking at the man like he’d grown two heads. He’d been thinking he was going to get yelled at too, so he didn’t really know how to answer the question. “Mister, I peed on your shirt. It was me. I did it.” While I admired his bravery in the face of adversity there was no way anyone would mistakenly think someone else had done the deed.

      “Jesse, you scared me so bad!” I plucked him out of the stranger’s arms, mostly to have my son back with me, and not being held by a stranger, and maybe also for a little damage control. “What were you doing, running away from me like that?”

      “Mama, I had to go potty and we couldn’t find a place with a bathroom. You told me it was okay in an emergency, so I was gonna pee outside. No one would see me back here. I had to go real bad, Mama. It doesn’t hurt anymore—it’s all better now.”

      Yeah, I bet it is, Pal.

      “I got peed on.” The bearded man finally acknowledged me. “I’ve never been peed on in my life.”

      “You must not be around kids much, Mister,” Jesse said, with all the wisdom of a small child who thinks he knows the ways of the world. “My mom gots peed on a lot when I was a baby. Tell him, Mama.”

      Well, I had to tell him something. For all I knew my son had just peed all over a vagrant. Although this man didn’t look homeless, we were in an empty alley. My mouth opened and closed but no words came out. I didn’t people very well, and I didn’t exactly know how to extricate us from the situation delicately. I was finally able to wheeze out an apology, that he tactfully ignored by saying, “I thought you were calling me.”

      “What? Why would I be calling you? I don’t even know you!” Seriously, why would I be tearing down the street calling out for a man I had never met?

      “My name is Jesse,” he said, as he plucked his shirt away from his skin. The air was chilly and I bet by now that wet spot felt like it was icing over. And if he felt like that then my Jesse was probably feeling it too. “I heard you yelling and I thought you were calling me. Scared the hell out of me, actually.”

      “You shouldn’t say the H word, Mister.” Jesse looked up at the man, apparently also named Jesse, with solemn eyes. “It’s not nice to say swears.”

      “I’m sorry, Kid. I’ll try to watch my mouth. Do…you guys want to come in and clean up? We aren’t open but you’re more than welcome to come in and use the restroom.”

      “I don’t have to go anymore,” my son, the comedian, deadpanned.

      “I know, Buddy, I was there remember? I bet your mom wants to try to dry those pants off a bit though, and maybe give your bum a rinse so you don’t chafe.” Jesse giggled at the big, bearded man who used the word bum without batting an eye. Even I had to press my lips together to keep my lips from quirking.

      “I would appreciate that, actually. And my name is Harlow—do you work here?”

      “Yeah, I manage Nasta’s. My dad is the one that owns the bar, but he’s upstairs sleeping away his golden years right now. I might even have something he can change into, weirdly enough, but I can’t guarantee a good fit, or that it will be stylish.”

      “You have kid’s clothes laying around a bar?” I could believe a lot of things, but that was weird.

      “Um, no, and don’t say it all creepy like that. Jeez. On Monday nights we do a “Give back” special, and people bring in new toiletries, canned goods or clean clothes in good condition in exchange for a sweet discount on their tab. I collect it and take it to the shelter a couple of blocks over, and then we rinse and repeat the next Monday. My dad was supposed to take the load over for me this week, and it seems that he didn’t do it, so I still have a few bags of things sitting in my office. You are welcome to look if you want. If you don’t mind a temporary hand me down.”

      Mind hand me downs? That’s how I lived growing up. Getting hand me downs was like Christmas when I was a kid. I wished I could get hand me downs for Jesse. We didn’t have any older boy relatives, so all of Jesse’s clothes were either bought brand new or from the resale shop on the north end of town. No, I would never turn my nose up at hand me downs, but bless him for asking like I might.

      He waved us in through the back door of the bar, through a kitchen and around a corner to a cramped little office. “Gimme a sec,” he said, stepping into the office but not quite closing the door all the way. “I just need to grab a clean shirt for myself. Lucky me I always have a spare change of clothes here. You would not believe the things that’ve been spilled on me working at this place.” And he disappeared further into the office.

      Oh, I bet I wouldn’t be surprised at all, I thought to myself. I had my own share of crap slung on me in the process of monitoring someone else’s good time. I didn’t drink, myself, but I’d been around enough people and their vices. I couldn’t deal with it in stereo. Working a bar sounded like the ultimate test of patience. But hey – some people liked it so who was I to judge what others did for a living?

      My son had put his face to the crack in the door, but by the time I noticed and made a move to grab him from his little peeping spot he opened his mouth. “Hey—Mister Jesse, why you got all that hair on your front up top? Is that a grown-up thing? Am I gonna get hair on my front too? My mom doesn’t have any hair on her front part, but maybe that’s cuz she’s got those things there instead.” He pushed the door wide open to show Mister Jesse what he was talking about as he pantomimed boobs with his hands. The man in question was just pulling on a new white t-shirt and looking at the door with his mouth wide open. My cheeks flushed scarlet with embarrassment, but I should have been better prepared. My boy was four. I should be used to the things that came out of his mouth on a regular basis. To be honest, I’d heard worse. For some reason though, in front of this handsome stranger who was helping us out, the mortification was magnified, and I put my hands under my cherubic little boy’s armpits so I could haul him away from the door.

      But the damage was already done. I looked up, expecting to see anger on the face of the man who had just been interrupted while he was dressing by a strange little boy who commented on his body hair. I didn’t see it, maybe it was excessive. Maybe he was sensitive about his body hair and my Jesse had just called attention to it and embarrassed him? There could have been any number of reasons why the breach of privacy would upset him, and I raised my eyes hesitantly, almost afraid to see the look on his face.

      He wasn’t mad.

      He had his hands clutching his stomach and stood slightly hunched over. His face was red but not with anger. He was laughing. Oh, thank God he was laughing. Although probably at my expense—thank God for small favors.

      “Jesse Jones, you tell that man you are sorry right now,” I admonished, albeit gently. He was four after all.

      “But Moooom, he’s even got hair in his armpits.” The last part of his sentence ended in a stage whisper. Like, he thought he was being quiet, but I was pretty sure if there were people standing outside the bar they probably would have heard him. “Mr. Creaton that lives next door doesn’t have hair in his armpits.” That was because Justice Creaton was a drag queen, and likely waxed his pits for ease in performance but I had never asked him. And I certainly wasn’t going to try to explain the complexities of cross-dressing to a four-year-old. Maybe when he was older. Poor Justice, I wonder what odd questions Jesse was going to ask him the next time he ran into him. I would have to remember to give him a heads up. Jesse’s questions could be daunting if you weren’t prepared. I know he took me for a loop more often than not. And even if you answered his question in a satisfactory manner—they just kept coming. He was a never-ending source of inquisitiveness, my boy. Normally I encouraged it. In situations like this, I wish he had zipper lips.

      “Is he always like this?” Mister Jesse said as he pulled a shirt and pants out of a bag and handed it to me. “These look like they might fit. He looks like a five T maybe, these are a six. They might be a little big, but it’ll get him home anyway.”

      Home. That wasn’t where we were supposed to be going. I was supposed to be going to my job interview at noon. A job interview I was certain I would never get because of this fiasco. I looked at the slim plastic watch on my wrist and grimaced. Twelve fifteen. Crap. Double crap. Super crap. I was so distraught, I said the words out loud.

      “Ultra crap!”

      “Mama!” Jesse was aghast. “You need the soap, Mama.”

      I couldn’t even respond to that. He was right. I always threatened him with the soap when he was mouthing off and saying words he shouldn’t be saying. But I couldn’t make any words come out of my mouth. We had so much riding on this interview. I knew I could do the job. I just knew it. The Glass City Guard was a small startup company, but it was owned by the richest guy around, Gabe Anderson. They needed an IT person, and they could have hired anyone, could have interviewed anybody, but they called me back when I submitted my resume. That was the sign that things were going my way.

      And then this.

      I had my arm out, ready to take the clothes from his hands when I felt my chin start to wobble and I froze, trying to swallow down the sobs before they crawled their way out of my throat. The telltale burning behind my eyelids let me know it was coming whether I wanted it to or not. My efforts were futile as I stood there, shoulders shaking and tears running down my face while my son stared at me with his big brown eyes, and the stranger in front of me still holding out a pair of little boys track pants, probably wondering why I was losing my shit.
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      I’ve seen women cry a lot in my life. Not a lot of different women, but a lot of kinds of tears. There were the tears my mom used to shed when my dad went on drinking binges, when they almost lost the house or the cars or any amount of jobs he had before he bought the bar. Those were the quiet tears of desperation. Of a woman who just did not know what else to do to fix her situation. There were the loud, noisy tears of ex-girlfriends when they didn’t get their way, or the breakup that came suddenly and they weren’t prepared, even if they didn’t overly care. There were the tears of little kids when they fell down and hurt their knees or their elbows. Scared tears when they were suffering more from shock than an actual injury.

      These tears though, the ones coursing down the cheeks of the woman in front of me, those were like the first kind. The tears my Mom would shed when she thought I wasn’t looking but just couldn’t hold back. The tears of a woman who did not want to cry, but was powerless to stop them anyway. This five-foot nothing female in front of me was weeping her heart out, and it physically hurt me to watch it.

      I tried to go over what I knew so far about these two. One, her name was Harlow and this was her son Jesse. Two, they’d been on their way somewhere specific when Jesse had to go to the bathroom, and they’d been waylaid by the pants-wetting incident. She’d looked at her watch and lost her shit. I was guessing she was late getting wherever it was she was supposed to be, and judging by her business attire—black slacks and a gray cardigan over the same colored gray blouse, it was some sort of meeting. The boy wasn’t dressed up, just in a pair of jeans and a character t-shirt with a red zip-up jacket over the top, so I was guessing he wasn’t part of the appointment. Were they on the way to a babysitter?

      I realized that I’d been internalizing most of this inside my head and had been just standing there, watching her cry silently for a few minutes when Jesse tugged on my pants, and with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen on a little kid he whispered, “I made Mama miss her work ‘pointment. It was real important but I had a accident and now she can’t get that job. I did it. I’m sorry.”

      I looked up at Harlow, she was scrubbing at her eyes with the sleeves of her cardigan, smearing mascara across her face as she did. She was embarrassed at her outburst, I could tell by the way she was hastily trying to erase the signs that she had been crying. But her chest hitched with each breath, even as she hurried to calm the worries of her son.

      “It’s not your fault, JJ,” she said as she grabbed his hand and pulled him closer to her. She ruffled his mop of curly brown hair with her hand and tried to smile through watery eyes. “I think I was destined to miss this interview from the start. I think maybe I just wanted it to bad. Isn’t that what they say?” She looked at me when she asked the question. “That when you want something too badly you end up sabotaging yourself in the end?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered truthfully, walking out of the office and to the bar, automatically going to the coffeemaker without even asking her if she wanted any. Whenever I had a problem and I needed to talk to my mom about it, she always started out by making coffee. It was pure instinct that had me loading up and pouring water into the tank. Coffee might not fix your problems, but it was certainly easier to talk about them with a warm steaming cup between your hands.

      “What was your interview for? Can you call them and explain, maybe try to reschedule?”

      Harlow sniffed and came over to the bar, Jesse in tow, still wearing his pee stained pants that were probably on their way to being dry by now. “Under normal circumstances, I would at least try, and I will. It’s just that this was a highly sought after position you know? Glass City Guard is a small startup, but it has huge financial backing. There will be people clamoring all over to score a position. I’m sure there were tons of highly qualified applicants that submitted their resumes. That I even got called to an interview is a miracle, I’m sure there were five people trying to fill my place as soon as I didn’t show up.” She tried to run her hands through her hair absentmindedly but apparently didn’t remember that it was pulled back in a bun at the top of her head. Her fingers got stuck and when she pulled her hand out there was a lump where she had pulled hair free from the styling. Frustrated, she tried to smooth it back down but it wasn’t cooperating. I chuckled a little to myself but tried to keep it quiet. She probably didn’t want to be called adorable by someone she had just met when she was steps away from a breakdown.

      “Did you say Glass City Guard?” I hadn’t heard of that company before, but it sounded like some sort of security firm.

      “Yeah,” she replied, excitement lacing her voice like she hadn’t just been crying a minute before. “It’s a brand-new security firm started by Gabe Anderson,” she said, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise at the name. She saw my face and noticed my shock. “Do you know Gabe Anderson? He owns Anderson Investments but is starting the personal security company too. This job was going to be how we got out of the trailer park and into a safer neighborhood. One with a good school system since JJ is going to start kindergarten next year. This job was going to be it for us. Steady income, benefits, a shot at a better life. I don’t know that someone as professional as Gabe Anderson is going to want to hear my sob story about how the babysitter just didn’t show up, and I had to drag my kid to an interview only to have to stop to pee on a bartender and miss the whole thing entirely.”

      Harlow was being dead serious, but I had to laugh. Knowing who she was talking about had me snorting through my nose. Professionalism. Mmhmm. Well, he had a lot of money and influence—that was true. But I knew the circle of people that Gabe ran with, and I had a feeling that he could be convinced to give Harlow a shot. If not him, I knew someone else who owed me a favor.

      “Hang on, Harlow, don’t give up yet. I might be able to help you at least get your interview rescheduled,” I said with a smile. Two pairs of matching brown eyes turned to look at me. One from her position on a stool at the bar, and one barely high enough to see over the counter from where he stood, still clinging to his mom. I poured the coffee and set it on the counter in front of her. She shook her head at the offer of cream or milk and took a tentative sip. I could tell the minute the coffee slid down her throat and hit her belly because her eyes closed and she sighed. Yeah, coffee didn’t fix problems, but it sure did relax a person enough to calm down and think rationally. I didn’t know this woman, she was a stranger, but for some reason, I really wanted to help her. It sounded like she had it rough, and I couldn’t fault a woman doing everything she could to make a better life for her kid. My own mom had tried hard enough.

      She set her cup down and regarded me curiously, “How can you help? Do you know Gabe Anderson?” Hope laced her voice and I hated saying anything that might bring her down from that temporary high.

      “Well, I know him a little bit, but I know someone else even better. Someone who actually owes me a favor.”

      “Who’s that?” Harlow asked with a frown, trying to figure out how knowing someone besides Gabe could help her out of her predicament.

      I smiled at her then, confidence stretching my lips wide enough to show teeth. “I know Gabe Anderson’s girlfriend.”

      “Did you used to date or something?” she questioned over the top of her coffee cup. And then, embarrassed at the question, she averted her eyes until she was looking at the bar counter, a pale blush staining her olive complexion.

      “Oh no, even better. I was her boss.”

      “Gabe Anderson’s girlfriend works at a bar?” She wrinkled her nose, trying to add up the math and not coming up with a satisfactory answer.

      “Angel wasn’t an employee per se. She’s a musician so she plays gigs here sometimes. She’s also a romance author. She writes under a different name though…what is it? Something Ice…I think. It starts with an S.” I couldn’t remember. I didn’t read the books so it wasn’t important to me.

      “You know Samantha Ice?” It came out as a quiet screech, and I realized that even though I didn’t pay much attention to girly romance novels, it seemed Harlow did. And she was interested. Very interested.

      “Well, I know Angel Jax and that’s her pen name, so I guess you could say I know Samantha Ice.” I’ve never name dropped in my life but seeing the way Harlow’s eyes lit up at my connection I was kind of glad that I did.

      “If you can get my interview rescheduled I will love you forever. If you can introduce me to Samantha Ice I will name my firstborn after you.” She was dead serious. So serious that it took me a moment to realize that she already had a firstborn, and we already shared a name, and it had nothing to do at all with any kind of favor I might do for her, now or in the future. “I’m serious, I’ll do it,” she deadpanned, and then we both laughed. Her son laughed too, probably wanting to be included, and grateful that he wasn’t in trouble for something, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      The son in question peeked up over the counter of the bar, he was short so just his eyes and the tip of his nose showed. “My real name is Jesse,” I told me like he was sharing a grand secret. “But my Mama calls me JJ all the time. She just calls me Jesse when she’s mad.”

      “Or scared out of my mind,” Harlow amended, ruffling his hair with her fingers.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket, I was so looking forward to making this call. I got to play white knight for a pretty damsel in distress, and I got to call in a favor from Angel, and maybe mess with her a little bit at the same time.

      If only my damn phone would cooperate.

      Ugh. What the hell was wrong with this thing? Stupid smartphone, so slow to load anything and when I finally got my call screen to come up, I was barely able to scroll through my contacts before it froze again. Come on.

      “What’s the matter with your phone?” Harlow asked, curiosity peaked for some reason. “What kind of OS do you have?”

      “I don’t know what you just asked me, but there was a software update that I’ve been putting off. Every time I do a stupid update something goes screwy with my phone. I tried putting this one off as long as possible, but yesterday it did it automatically and now my sh—, er my stuff freezes constantly. Every time I try to make a call I can’t get past scrolling through my contacts list.”

      “Did you try to shut it down and turn it back on?” I gave her a baleful look. The old—did you unplug it and plug it back in—question. Did I look like an idiot?

      “Let me see it,” she held out her hand, and for lack of anything better I gave her the phone. Let her poke at it if she wanted too, it wasn’t like she could hurt it any worse than it was. If I couldn’t make calls the thing was basically a brick anyway. When I was at work I used the bar phone mostly, so at least I had that fallback.

      JJ shifted his feet back and forth as he stood next to his Mom and she powered down my phone, probably getting bored and wondering what he could get into. I watched as Harlow counted to ten under her breath, not even paying attention to me anymore, and then hit the power button on the phone and the volume button on the back simultaneously. When the phone powered up there was a screen I’d never seen before, and rows of text scrolling through in neon green.

      “Wait a minute, what’s that?” I’d never seen anything like that on my phone before.

      “Secret reboot screen, don’t worry about it,” she mumbled, head down and fingers swiping, scrolling and tapping away so fast I couldn’t keep up with what she was doing. In less than two minutes she had powered it down again, and brought it back up, my home screen replacing whatever wizarding world of code had been on there before.

      “Try it now, it should be good,” she said as she handed me my phone.

      “What did you do?”

      “Do you really want to know? Because people ask that sometimes you know?” she asked, running her hand absentmindedly through her hair, once again getting it stuck. She grunted and pulled the ponytail holder out of her hair. Unwinding and unwinding all of that hair until it fell in thick waves around her shoulders and down her back. “That’s better,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t do a darn thing with my hair but to be professional I have to keep it up you know?” she asked but she didn’t wait for an answer. “It gets so heavy it gives me a headache. I’d much rather leave it down. Also, I could tell you what I did to your phone but you would be bored in a second. Basically, I deleted some extra stuff you didn’t need that was taking up space. Cleared the cache, so to speak.”

      “If I would have taken this to the store for service they would have charged me a fee, wouldn’t they have?”

      “Yeah probably,” she muttered, blushing a little under the praise. “It was an easy fix though, no big deal.”

      Yeah, no big deal even though I have no clue what sciency thing you just did with my phone.

      I was interrupted from further commentary by Jesse pulling on his mom’s arm and whispering loudly. “Mama, my bottom itches, and I need to go potty again.” Startled, Harlow looked down at her son.

      “Oh, JJ, I’m so sorry sweetie, we need to get you out of those wet pants.” She turned her wide brown eyes to me. “Do you have a restroom we can borrow?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, pointing to the men’s and ladies sign above the short hallway next to the bar. “Help yourselves.”

      Harlow grabbed the mismatched clothes I had given her and hopped off her stool, looking concerned for her son as she led him down the hallway, clutching his tiny little hand in hers. I could hear her talking to him as the turned the corner.

      “Sorry, Babe, let’s get you taken care of, you’ve been such a good boy.”

      I waited until I heard the bathroom door open and close before I picked up my phone and scrolled through my contacts list with ease. Damn my phone is snappy now. Finding the name, I pushed the button and the ringing began immediately. Hell, it was like having a new phone, the thing was responding so fast. What the hell had Harlow done?

      “Hello?” Angel answered on the second ring.

      “Hey Angel, it’s Jesse, you got a minute?”

      “Yeah, I actually do considering I’m helping Gabe with the new office today and his latest appointment didn’t even show up. Ugh, not even a phone call—man who does that anymore?”

      “Well, about that…” I trailed off, unsure of how to proceed since she was already in some kind of mood.

      “What do you mean about that? You know who Gabe’s twelve o clock interview was? You know a lot of people, Jesse, but you don’t know everybody.”

      “Actually, I didn’t, but I kind of do now. Also, I’m calling in a favor. Remember that time you ran out in the middle of a set and never came back?” I know she remembered, and her gasp on the other end of the phone confirmed that I had just pushed a hot button.

      “You mean remember that time I was almost kidnapped behind the bar and tased?” she remarked dryly. I laughed at her, even though at the time it hadn’t been funny, it had really worked out for her in the end.

      “I was not present for any tasing,” I teased gently, “I just remember you taking off like a bat out of hell and me having to explain to a bar full of patrons who had been listening to your music that you had a family emergency, even though I had no idea what happened. I was so worried, Angel. So worried.”

      Angel was exasperated, and she let me know. “What do you want, Jesse? I don’t owe you a favor, but you clearly want something so spit it out. Ask me nice and I’ll think about it,” she teased. Angel and I could talk that way to each other, we had that kind of easy relationship.

      “So Gabe’s noon interview? She ended up at my bar this morning,” I began, not sure of how much to tell Angel about what happened.

      “This sounds like a story, and we don’t have anyone scheduled for another hour so spill it.” I heard a door opening in the background on the other end of the phone, and a masculine voice saying, “Angel, it doesn’t look like she’s coming, you want to order lunch before the next applicant comes?”

      “Hold on, Gabe, I’m getting some juice from Jesse on your favorite draft pick. Seems like there’s a story behind our afternoon no show.”

      “Hey, wait a minute,” I butted into their conversation, not wanting them to get the wrong idea. “She’s really had a rough go this morning and I think she deserves another shot at her interview. Like, some really—horrible no good very bad day—type of piss poor luck. Emphasis on the piss.”

      “Wait, what?” Angel asked, curiosity peaked. “Is she pretty?”

      Was she pretty? How did I even answer that? And why was she even asking?

      “I’m just trying to figure out why you care enough about someone you just met to try to pull strings for them. Is it because she’s pretty?”

      “That’s an asshole question and it doesn’t deserve an answer, Angel. But because you are you, I can only assume you had a reason. To answer it I’ll tell you this. She’s pretty damned interesting. She lost her babysitter at the last minute, had to bring her little boy with her to the interview, but had a mild emergency on the way and got sidetracked. Her four-year-old peed down the front of my shirt, and she did some ninja shit with my busted ass phone. Now it works like a brand-new computer and she’s in the bathroom cleaning up her son who was crying because he thinks he ruined his mommy’s chances at getting this new job. A job they desperately need. Now you answer me this,” I said into the phone, on a roll and really getting into being a champion for the young mom currently in my bathroom. “Why did you say she was Gabe’s favorite earlier? What’s the job she’s interviewing for?”

      I’m surprised Angel could hear anything I said over the sound of her own laughter. She’d started cracking up right about the part where I mentioned getting peed on. “Oh God, Jesse, it sounds like an absolutely shittastic story. That poor girl. Poor you.”

      I heard some more mumbling on the other end of the phone, which must have been Gabe asking questions because Angel repeated everything I had just said, almost verbatim, and I heard a roar of male laughter in the background seconds later.

      Yeah, okay everybody. Yuck it up assholes. As long as Harlow gets her interview.

      “There’s one other thing I should probably mention, Angel,” I said mysteriously, hoping this would be the key to tipping things in our favor. I don’t know why I started thinking of it as our situation. It just kind of happened, and I felt emotionally invested in the outcome.

      “What?” she said, still having a hard time catching her breath after her laugh attack.

      “She’s a huge Samantha Ice fan.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes, then have her call the office.” Then the line went dead.

      Angel would come through. I knew she would.
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      The clothes were a little big for JJ, but they fit pretty well considering his other option was soggy and starting to smell a bit rank. I cleaned his lower body the best I could with hand soap and wet paper towels, but we would definitely need to get in the bath when we got back home. Sheepishly I walked back towards the bar area, JJ bouncing beside me, full of a four-year-old’s boundless energy now that he was out of his wet clothes. Jesse was at the bar, leaning on his elbow with a conspiratorial smile on his face.

      “I have some news,” he said as we came into view.

      “What kind of news?”

      “The kind of—give it ten more minutes and then call the Glass City Guard office and tell them what happened this morning so you can reschedule your appointment—kind of news.”

      “Shut up!” I dropped JJ’s hand and screamed.

      “Mama!” JJ was aghast. Once again I had used a dirty word in his presence.

      “I know, you can thank me later.”

      Ten minutes later I had made a call and sat at the empty bar dumbfounded. Not only was I able to reschedule my interview for the same time tomorrow, but they were really freaking nice about it. The lady who answered the phone was almost too nice, actually. I turned to Jesse, tears pricking my eyes again. I’ve never cried so much in a single day before, not since I’d given birth to JJ and held him in my arms for the first time anyway. “I rescheduled the interview for tomorrow. Oh, my God, I have the interview tomorrow. Shoot! JJ, I need to find you a sitter. I still have no clue what happened to Ashley today.” Crap. Double crap. There was no way they would be cool with me bringing my four-year-old to a job interview, but if Ashley wasn’t available, and I still hadn’t been able to get ahold of her since she didn’t show up to watch JJ this morning, coming up with someone else at the last minute was going to be nearly impossible.

      “I’ll watch him.”

      I looked up, shocked. Jesse looked shocked too, and the words had come out of his own mouth.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I’ll watch him so you can have your interview if you don’t mind bringing him here. I mean, it can’t be more than a couple of hours and the bar isn’t even open then. Or I can come to your place and watch him there if you didn’t want to bring him to a bar? I mean, I could watch him at my house I guess but you’ve never been there before, and it just seemed like this place was on your way since you were passing by here today and…”

      He was rambling. He was embarrassed, and he was rambling and a man had never looked more attractive to me than he did at that moment, blushing and stammering while he offered to watch my four-year-old so I could go to my job interview.

      “That is amazing. Why would you do that for me?” I didn’t mean for it to sound so rude but in my experience, people didn’t just volunteer to help. They just didn’t. There always had to be something in it for them, and I literally had nothing to give this man. I obviously had no money, I lived in a trailer in the worst part of town, and I was desperate. Did this guy have a savior complex?

      “No I do not have a savior complex,” Jesse said, and I realized I had said that last part out loud. “After everything you went through today, you ended up in my bar for a reason. And through six degrees of Kevin Bacon, it turns out that we are acquainted with some of the same people, or will be by tomorrow anyway. It’s not a hardship for me to hang out with JJ for a couple of hours. Plus, I had a super-secret project tomorrow that he can totally help me with.”

      “Super-secret? In a bar?” JJ’s expression perked up, and he stopped picking at the thread on one of the barstools to pay closer attention to our conversation. Jesse leaned over the bar conspiratorially.

      “The bar isn’t open yet, so technically it’s just a building with a lot of glass bottles in it. Plus, during the early hours it’s my workshop.” He leaned over even further and whispered loudly, “For man stuff.”

      JJ started hopping up and down excitedly. “Mama, I want to do man stuff. Can I come play with Mr. Jesse tomorrow? Please? I’ll be so good, I promise.”

      “What kind of secret stuff?” I hedged, even knowing that I was definitely going to be taking him up on his offer, but watching my four-year-old freak out in excitement was too good not to drag out a little. Jesse straightened behind the counter again and gave JJ a wink. Then he turned back to me with a bored look on his face.

      “It’s manly stuff, you wouldn’t understand.” Then he gave JJ another wink and my son burst into peals of belly laugh giggles. The kind only a child can have and a warm feeling spread from my stomach to my chest. An unfamiliar feeling, because it had been so long since someone had shown us such kindness and I didn’t know what to do with it. For the third time that day my eyes pricked with tears, but these were tears of another kind. The tears of a mom who could still be overcome with emotion by the laughter of a child.

      My hormones are messed up.

      “I’ll do it then since you offered. I can’t help but feel like we aren’t strangers anymore considering you’ve already been peed on and everything.”

      What the hell had I just said?

      Who says that? We’re friends now because you’ve been peed on? My mom brain had my tongue tripping all over the place.

      Jesse’s laughter surprised me. It was low pitched and rumbly, a contrast to his normally even soft way of speaking. It touched me in places that hadn’t been touched in a long, long time. Four years, actually, and the effect was a little scary. I didn’t have time to be attracted to Jesse. I didn’t have the luxury of having those feelings anymore. My main focus had to be taking care of JJ.

      “Here’s my number,” he said, scribbling on a notepad and ripping the paper in half. He handed me both pieces of paper and the pen. “Give me yours so I can get ahold of you if there is an emergency. Not that there will be—but just in case.”

      “That’s really responsible of you, I’d completely forgotten. I was so excited about the interview I just…you must think I’m an idiot.” Now it was my turn to ramble, and I handed him the paper with my cell phone number on it, red-faced and embarrassed.

      “No, I think you’re really interesting. And maybe just a tiny bit stressed out,” Jesse mused as he came back around the bar. It might have been my overwhelming sense of gratitude, but he looked like a fantasy knight in shining armor with the bar towel tucked into his faded leather belt and a pack of cigarettes hanging out of his front shirt pocket. I wasn’t really into beards normally, but his definitely gave him a rugged, manly character.

      Oh God, I have to get out of here before I ask him to marry me.

      “JJ, are you hungry?” I said, trying to break the mood and give us an excuse to get moving.

      “I’m always hungry, Mama. I’m a growing boy, ‘member?” I laughed, remembering saying the exact same thing to him that morning when he ate two bowls of cereal.

      “It’s been a pretty good day and I’m feeling like celebrating. If you can be good in the car on the way home, I’ll get us chicken nuggets.” I never got fast food because one, it was a money waster and we were on a strict budget and two, it was garbage food. But chicken nuggets were haute de cuisine for a four-year-old boy, and I could practically see the stars in JJ’s eyes as the grin spread across his face.

      “Can I get the one with the toy, Mama? Can I?”

      “You can have the toy and a chocolate milk.” I barely had time to brace myself before I had my arms full of four-year-old boy, hugging his mama for dear life because I had just given him one of the very best gifts. One should never underestimate the value of chicken nuggets—they were my ace in the hole. I scooped him up and held him against my hip. He was a big boy, yes, but not too big for me to swoop him up for big hugs every now and again. “What do you say to Jesse, JJ?” It was awkward, with them having the same name. Thank goodness I usually called him JJ or that would get difficult.

      “I’m sorry I peed on you,” JJ said, his eyes cast down. Then he smiled and his head bobbed up with excitement. “I’m gonna be so good so I can come do man stuffs with you tomorrow.”

      Jesse smiled and lifted his hand in the air. JJ almost leaped out of my arms to reach out for that high five, and it made my heart twinge a little to see the hero worship in his eyes. Yeah, we’d made a new friend today, sort of, but I couldn’t let him get too attached. I’d seen what that could do to a kid, and I wasn’t going to let it happen to my son. I thanked Jesse and made my way back out of the bar, through the front door this time, putting Jesse down because he weighed fifty pounds and I wasn’t carting his butt all the way back to where we parked the car. He grabbed my hand in his, swinging our arms as we walked, his little legs working twice as hard to go the same distance as I was, so I slowed my pace to a crawl.

      “One sleep, Mama,” JJ said excitedly, swinging our arms in tandem with his stride. “One more sleep until we get to see Mr. Jesse again.”

      Okay, maybe I was a little excited about the prospect of seeing Mr. Jesse again too.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chicken nuggets are magical food, I don’t care what anyone says. I ordered the food in the drive-thru and I let JJ eat in the car, which I never do because it’s a choking hazard, but his eyelids were drooping so I figured I’d better let him eat before he passed out sitting up—which he did. No sooner did he fill his little belly then he fell asleep, little face leaning back on the headrest of his booster seat and a tiny stream of chocolate milk drool running out of the corner of his mouth.

      I don’t know why something so gross could seem so cute to me.

      Pulling up to the trailer park I was stopped by the black metal gate that was closed across the driveway. That gate was the only way in or out of the trailer park and it was supposed to be open during the day. It was a joke of a security measure, only being locked at night, but it was normally never closed during the day. Weird.

      No big deal though, every tenant in the trailer park had an electronic key code to open the door. Another joke of a security measure since the code was just your lot number, and anyone could just pick a random number and the gate would swing open. One lucky guess could get you into our trailer park. Although who wants to break into a trailer park on the East end of town? Most people were trying like hell to get out of it.

      I rolled down my window and punched in the code.

      Nothing.

      Of course not. This piece of junk wasn’t worth the metal used to make it. Sighing, I cleared out my entry and typed it in again. Still nothing. Not even a beep. I did not have time to mess around with this right now. Pulling out my cell phone I dialed Mrs. Abernathy’s number, the lady who owned and managed the trailer park. She was about a hundred years old and could barely work a telephone much less the security gate, but I had to call her, even though I knew what she would say. We’d been around this way before, and it always ended the same way. It took six rings before she answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Mrs. Abernathy, it’s Harlow. I’m at the gate and it is completely nonresponsive. Did you make the service call like I asked you to the last time?” This had happened to me no less than four times. I couldn’t imagine how many other people had called about the same thing.

      “Oh, Dear, you know I’ve been meaning to, but do you know how much they charge just to come out and look at that thing? Can’t you just fix it like you did the last time? I just don’t see why I should have to pay to have them come out here if you know how to fix it.”

      Because we pay you and it’s part of our lot rental?

      Because it’s not my job and you aren’t paying me to do it?

      Because hacking into the security system is frowned upon, even though I’m a tenant?

      All of those phrases were tripping on my tongue, but none of them would have made any difference had I said them to Mrs. Abernathy.

      “Because, Mrs. Abernathy, it isn’t legal to tamper with a professional security system. If someone were to come in and break into one of your resident's homes, and they found out it was because someone tampered with the gate, it would be me taking the responsibility. The first time it was necessary to do so that we could open the gate. But you didn’t call for service after that and it’s your responsibility. I’ll do what I can right now, but the gate is going to stay open until you make that service call.” I didn’t want to be harsh with her, but this was a service that was included in our rent, and I wasn’t going to jail and losing custody of my son because she wanted to save a service fee. JJ had one parent in prison, he didn’t need to lose the only one that actually cared about his well-being.

      “If you don’t call, Mrs. Abernathy, I will.” I meant it. I was tired of living in this shit part of town at the mercy of someone who couldn’t be bothered to make sure their tenants were protected when all it took was a simple phone call. A new job could get us out of here. I looked in the backseat at the sleeping face of everything I held dear to my heart.

      “Okay, I’ll call tomorrow, Dear, just see what you can do for now.” And the phone went dead. I knew damn well she wouldn’t call tomorrow, but what could I say? Another sigh and I opened my car door, fishing in my glove box for the extra-long USB cord I kept in there, just in case. It was an easy enough fix, but I didn’t want to have to do it. Especially since, even though I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, I was pretty convinced that hacking into a gated community probably was illegal. Even if I lived there. I plugged the USB into my phone and attached the other end to the back of the keypad console. It had taken me much longer the first time this had happened, and I had only started messing around out of necessity because I couldn’t get in and Jesse was at the trailer with the babysitter.

      It took me less than three minutes to hack in, and put my code on the back screen of the program. There was a satisfying beep and a metal clang as the rickety black gate began to slide to the left. As I waited for a space to open up wide enough to drive my Kia through, I glanced in my review mirror and froze. Across the street from the trailer park entrance was that same shiny black truck that I’d seen before. It stuck out like crazy because it was obviously an expensive truck. We don’t have expensive cars in this neighborhood. Hell, a lot of people in this trailer park didn’t even have cars and relied on city transportation. Even my little Kia was considered high end, mostly because it was a newer model, not because it was a nice car. It was a cheap car actually but had a good warranty, so I made sure come hell or high water those payments were in on time, and took comfort that if repairs needed to be made they would be taken care of by the dealership.

      But that truck did not belong here.

      Nevertheless, I had seen it several times, and the olive-skinned man in the driver’s seat as well. The windows were tinted, but sometimes they were down, and when they were I got a glimpse of the driver. He never made eye contact, but I couldn’t help but think he was watching me anyway. Probably a drug dealer, I thought to myself. God, I have to get out of this neighborhood. Another reason to get the gate fixed as soon as possible, even though it wouldn’t keep out the drug dealers that lived in the trailer park. At least I knew who those people were and could avoid them. We didn’t need new blood working outside. That’s all we needed was a drug war in front of our homes. There had been a meth explosion on the other side of the trailer park, across the street. It wasn’t in our park exactly, but the fire had taken the lives of the residents in the home and destroyed the house next door to it. Thank God no one had been home, but still. This was an incredibly poor side of town and I doubted anyone had homeowner’s insurance.

      I shook my head and kept driving, unable to get rid of the creepy feeling of being watched. JJ was still sleeping in the back seat when I pulled into the short asphalt parking spot in front of our trailer. I had two choices, either wake JJ up and face the wrath of a napping child, forced to wake before ready, or carry him in. Ugh, I would probably have to carry him. Before I could open the back car door to get him out of his booster I felt a light hand tap my shoulder. Whirling around, arm at the ready I came face to face with a thin, pale face.

      “Holy shit, Harlow,” my neighbor, Justice Creaton hissed. “Not everyone is trying to get you, you know?” He took a shaky step back and mock wiped sweat from his brow, blonde hair combed back from his face.

      “All it takes is one, Justice.” I sighed and dropped my arm. “I saw a creepy black truck parked in front of the park again on my way in. It freaks me out how he just sits out there. Anyway, you know better than to creep up on me. What’s going on?” I paused with my hand on the door handle to the backseat. Justice looked like he wanted to tell me something, and that probably meant I should leave JJ undisturbed for a little bit yet.

      “Did you hear about what happened to Ashley last night?” There was only one Ashley I knew, and probably the only one he was talking about because she lived with her mom and younger sister in a trailer two streets down. She also didn’t show up to watch JJ this morning so I could go to my interview. That wasn’t like her, and with Justice looking at me, wide-eyed and earnest, I knew it probably wasn’t good. My heart sank into my stomach.

      “No,” I whispered, my mouth suddenly dry and my tongue weighing a hundred pounds. “What happened to her?”

      “She got caught in a gang fight leaving her boyfriend’s house last night. There was a drive by and she was walking out to her car. She got caught by two bullets. I heard it on the police scanner.”

      Justice had the police scanner on like background noise in his trailer. It’s how he kept up on all the crime in the area. He listened to the business of the neighborhoods like some people watch television programs.

      “Oh my God, Justice,” I whisper-screamed. “She was only twenty-two. Oh, my God.” Tears pricked my eyes as I thought of her mother and her sister, just a minute away.

      “She’s alive, but she’s in critical condition. They have no suspects, and no one in the neighborhood is saying anything to the police.”

      Of course, they aren’t. Minding your own business could get you shot in this town but talking to the police would get you and your loved ones taken out. My legs started shaking and I leaned against the car to get my bearings. What a horrible thing to happen to such a young girl, and completely out of her control. I opened the back door and scooped Jesse out of his booster, oblivious to his weight, and snuggled his head into my shoulder. I just needed to hold him, to feel him in my arms, warm and alive. I hate this neighborhood. I hate it so much.

      No matter what, I needed to ace this interview and get the job.
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      "So, what we gonna do today, Mr. Jesse?" I stared into the huge brown eyes partially obscured by the wild curly hair of the four-year-old in front of me and contemplated how to begin. I had promised a super-secret project the day before and it seemed like JJ had taken my word as gospel, and was now staring at me with hopeful adoration. Like a golden retriever. I could almost imagine his tail wagging as he sat on the bar stool, his little legs kicking with excitement as they hung over the edge, no hope of them touching the floor for at least another ten years.

      I did have a project I needed to work on, the problem was how to do it while keeping an eye on JJ. It was delicate work, and it took a steady hand—making macaroons was not child’s play. But as he wrinkled his little nose because I hadn't answered yet and he was trying very hard to be a good boy like he promised Harlow ten minutes ago when she dropped him off, I couldn't think of anything I wanted more than to put an apron on the kid and let him create havoc in the bar kitchen.

      A bar kitchen that didn't serve food to the public anymore, but I used as my own personal playground when I had the itch. And not only did I have the itch, but I had a very important customer coming later to pick them up. Pulling a large white towel from behind the bar I held it up in front of JJ, gauging the size.

      "Buddy," I said as I walked around to the front of the bar and held my hand out to help him out of his stool. "We're gonna make cookies. But not just any cookies. We're gonna make magic cookies. How do you feel about that? Can you help me make magic cookies?"

      I could hear the fireworks going off behind his eyes. Apparently, JJ never wanted to do anything in his whole life as badly as he wanted to help me make magic cookies. Ignoring my hand, he hopped from the barstool and I winced as his feet connected with the concrete bar floor, waiting for the inevitable tears. Children are resilient though, and ever-surprising as he didn't even pause but rushed past me back into the kitchen area of the bar as if he knew exactly where he was going. I learned two things during the course of the next two hours.

      The words "sift gently" mean drastically different things to a four-year-old child than they do to an adult. Also, it didn't matter how large an apron I crafted out of a bar towel if a mess could be made a child will make one. Thank God I already had my ingredients measured and my egg whites chilling overnight. And that I had extra ingredients on hand to make up for the stuff that ended up on the floor during the "gentle sifting."

      God, he was adorable with almond flour in his hair though. And once Harlow got a load of the "magic surprise" JJ was making her, once I had given him his very own small pastry bag and tray to practice on, she would forgive me for sending him home in shambles. Probably. He was so proud too, as he splatted out the oblong blobs of cookie batter onto the silicone mat I had placed on the tray for him. It had pre-marked circles on it that I had used in class when I was first learning the method. They meant nothing to JJ. Even with his full attention, tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth and frown lines of concentration on his forehead, he still heavy-handed every cookie leaving irregularly shaped orbs on the Silpat. I didn't care. He was amazingly proud of the work he did, and we frosted the middle of those fuckers and packaged them up in the little white kraft boxes I kept on the wire racks just like the other ones I was making. We even put a silver bow on top to make it all official and everything.

      It must have been a good interview, two and a half hours later and we hadn't heard a peep from Harlow. Good thing the alcohol had been delivered earlier in the morning before JJ had been dropped off. He would have been wicked squirrely trying to wait for me to get done with that. I’d just gotten done wiping the almond flour and cookie filling from JJ’s hands and face when my cell phone rang. Thinking it was Harlow I picked up immediately without checking.

      “Hey Jesse, I know it’s early but do you have the stuff?” The voice on the other end of the phone was harried—desperate, and he spoke in hushed tones as if he was afraid of being overheard.

      “Actually, I do,” I told the man on the line, whispering too for some unknown reason. “But if you want the delivery early you’ll have to do a pickup. I’m babysitting right now.”

      “Wait, you’re babysitting?”

      “Yeah,” I said, not sure why it was a question since I just said that exact thing.

      “At the bar?”

      “Yes. It’s not like it’s open right now and his mom was in a bad way so I’m doing her a solid.”

      “Is she pretty?” Why do people ask that? Like really, does it even matter? I mean, yeah she was cute in that, always in a hurry, not quite having your shit together but still incredibly endearing way, but screw him for asking.

      “That’s none of your business,” I said coolly, grateful that I thought of a quick response to end that particular line of questioning. The laughter on the other end of the line was loud and long, booming through the receiver so that even Jesse lifted his head to see where the noise was coming from.

      “I’ll be over in a minute,” was all he said before he ended the call, and I was left holding my phone, feeling embarrassed for reasons I couldn’t even explain. Whatever, that asshole. He was lucky I had product for him to begin with.

      “Hey JJ,” I said as I grabbed the wet rag JJ had been using to clean up and wiping up all of the spots that he missed. “Have you ever seen a man as big as a bear?”
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      I'd never had a more bizarre interview in my entire life.

      The address I'd been given for the office was actually a bit of a ramshackle old warehouse building just a few miles away from Nasta's, where I had left JJ with Jesse. It took me all of five minutes to get there but another five or so to figure out the run down, sad grey building was in fact, where Glass City Guard called home. They didn't even have a sign out front, I had to make a judgment call by the three cars in the parking lot, one of them a filthy mud-caked Jeep Wrangler, and knock on the heavy wood door that faced the otherwise empty street.

      The parking lot was cracked, with weeds and crabgrass pushing up through. The windows were dark with bars over the front, but a brand-new security camera greeted me at the door and the blinking red light on the front assured me it was working just fine.

      When knocking on the door yielded no results I found a little gray box, almost the same color as the brick that had a small speaker on it with an equally gray button. The box was tucked into the left of the door and if it would have been a snake it would've bit me. I didn't want to be late, and no one answered my knock, so I pushed the button and waited for a buzz. I didn't hear a buzz, but three seconds later the speaker crackled to life and a polite feminine voice asked, "Glass City Guard, can I help you?"

      I cleared my throat, which had suddenly gone dry as dust with nerves. "I'm Harlow Jones, I'm here for my interview this morning with Mr. Anderson."

      "Yes, good morning, Harlow. Just wait for the click and then you can open the door. Please enter through the vestibule and come down the hall to the left. The receptionist area has an open door."

      "Thank you," I replied, but my voice was drowned out by the ominous clicking of the door lock mechanism and I hurried to grab the door before it locked again. There was something about an auto-locking door that gave me anxiety. I never knew how long I had to grab the handle and pull before the lock clicked tight again so I always lunged for the door even when I didn't need to. JJ's daycare, back when I could afford it, had a door like that. As soon as you punched in the touch screen code the lock clicked like a shotgun pull. I had approximately four seconds to get that door open or I was punching in that code again. There were days I had to sign him in and out twice just to get to the door in time.

      I probably looked foolish grabbing at the door handle like I did but old habits die hard.

      The vestibule was very small, only large enough for probably two bodies, and there was another wooden door directly across from the one I had walked through. One window decorated the left side of the vestibule, but it was shut and a shade was pulled tight, obscuring whatever lay behind it. Don't be a wuss, Harlow, I told myself. Walk down that scary ass hallway and get a better life for you and JJ.

      The directions were pretty simple actually. The hallway was clean, wide and well lit. There were several doors on either side of the hall but only one with an open doorway, so I headed toward it. I don't know what I expected as I walked into that room, my sensible black pumps making clicking noises on the worn linoleum. I'd worn a pair of plain black slacks and a three-quarter sleeve knit twinset in hunter green. I couldn't wear light colors. Not having a young child. Dark colors hid stains from sticky hands so my entire wardrobe consisted of different shades of dark. Even though it was the most professional job interview I had ever gone to, I couldn't bring myself to wear a skirt. Skirts and dresses were a little more girly than I had the patience for, and wearing one just for the purpose of an interview would just make me uncomfortable at a time when I needed to have my wits about me. So, slacks and a simple shirt were what I stuck with.

      I was still the most overdressed person in the room.

      The room was completely bare except for some folding chairs, a card table and several boxes up against the wall with various packing materials strewn about. A large grey rubber garbage tote was stationed in one corner with bits of cardboard and plastic sticking out from the top and various paper coffee cups littered the top of the card table. There was an open box of donuts on the table as well, where probably a dozen at first, there were three left.

      "Hey, Harlow, go ahead and sit down I'll be with you in a minute." The male voice came from the right side of the room, where a rather tall man was perched precariously on a step ladder, a burnt-out light bulb in one hand while screwing in a new one with his right. He had sandy colored hair with a short, well-groomed beard and wore faded jeans with a navy-blue Manhattan's Pub and Cheer T-shirt that had a hole in the armpit. I could clearly tell there was a hole in the armpit because he had his arm stretched as high as he could to get the bulb in. They must have been fifteen-foot ceilings and he was barely making it. I had a hard time wrapping my head around this man being Gabe Anderson. Multi-million-dollar net worth Gabe Anderson. But he was the only man in the room.

      There were two other occupants though, both women. One was a trim, auburn-haired woman who also wore jeans and a faded t-shirt. The other woman was a short, curvy blonde with a bouncy ponytail and a pair of bedazzled converse. She was the one who spoke to me first.

      "Hi, Harlow," she said around a mouthful of donut before she swallowed. "I'm Angel and this is Jeanette. She works for Gabe," she waved her hand towards the step ladder as he finished twisting in the bulb and hopped down, skipping the steps altogether. "I, however, am being used for free labor." Then she laughed good-naturedly. She must be Gabe's girlfriend, I thought. She's different than I thought she would be, but I couldn't place how.

      "I would offer you a cup of coffee," Jeanette said from the other side of the room where she was rifling through boxes. "But we don't even have a coffeemaker here yet. We just have what we brought this morning and that is cold already. Please have a donut if you'd like, though." It was a genuinely nice offer but I had to decline. My stomach was so twisted with nerves, that was all I needed to try to shove a sugary donut down my throat hole. Answering questions around a mouthful of crumbs? No thanks.

      I sat down in one of the empty folding chairs and placed my red folder in my lap. Even though my resume was submitted electronically, I found that sometimes in an interview I had been asked for another copy. I also had a list of references included, although I'd had to do some editing to that list a few days ago. I didn't think I could submit a list of references where the most recent addition had a big black line drawn through it.

      Gabe sat down across from me and pulled a clipboard with some papers on it out from under the chair, making me glad I hadn't sat in that chair instead. He wiped his free hand on his dusty jeans and smiled. "Sorry for the informal conditions, and I normally shake hands during a greeting but as you can see I'm filthy." I could see. There was a fine layer of dust in his hair and dotting his shoulders. It looked like he had been poking his head in some fiberglass insulation. As I looked around the shambles of the room they had called the receptionist area, I had to think that might have been exactly what he'd been doing. "We did all of our scheduled interviews yesterday and were using today as an in-service day of sorts. We're cleaning. But we had to reschedule your interview so hopefully, we aren't putting forth a poor first impression.”

      A poor impression on me? He may have been wearing ratty clothes but there was no question that Gabe Anderson could buy and sell my life as if it never existed. He was the owner of the business whether he looked it or not, and he was the person I needed to impress if I wanted to get out of the situation I was in. "Not at all," I said eagerly. "Thank you so much for bending your schedule to accommodate me. Yesterday was..." I broke off, unsure of how to finish my sentence. This was a job interview, how much I shared could make or break their opinion of me.

      "Jesse said your son peed on him." Angel came around the front of the table and leaned her hip against it, looking at me with a hint of a smile on her lips. She had icing on her upper lip and I wondered if I should tell her about it.

      Oh God, so that's how he had gotten them to reschedule my interview? Cheeks aflame I could only nod briefly and swallow. I don't think I'd ever been more uncomfortable in an interview than I was in that moment. The auburn-haired women from the other side of the room, Jeanette I think her name was, finally came and took a seat in one of the folding chairs next to Gabe.

      "Don't be embarrassed, Harlow. You're a mom. These things happen, probably more than anyone knows. None of us have children, yet," Jeanette cast a sideways glance at Angel. "So we can only imagine it gets a little hairy. It's not like you ditched us and never called. We aren't so inflexible."

      "In addition, this is a startup company. We are brand new and not even in business yet. It's not like you were taking away from our operating hours or anything. As you can see, we have some work yet to do." Gabe swept his hand through the air to indicate he was talking about the room in all its disastrous glory. The whole building looked abandoned. Work to do wasn't a phrase I would have used.

      "I believe in building upon what already exists in this town," Gabe continued, judging what I was thinking from the expression on my face. "I feel it's better for the community to funnel my resources into properties that already exist instead of tearing down and rebuilding. This structure has history and good bones. And I have the income needed to give it the facelift it needs. Building up this building will set precedence for the neighborhood, and reform will naturally follow. That's the plan, anyway."

      It actually made a lot of sense, and I found myself respecting Gabe Anderson just a little bit more after hearing his words.

      "Okay, I'm sure you have lots to do, and a babysitter to get back to so I'll get right to the chase. I've been very picky about who I've interviewed for this position, and I have a specific set of qualifications I'm looking for. I'll let you know at the end of the interview what those qualifications are. In the meantime, let's talk a little bit about your background." Gabe paused and rifled through the papers on his clipboard. To the average bystander, he looked a little absent-minded, but I wasn't fooled. I knew exactly what was going to show up on any background check an employer might have done on me. Ten to one he’d already seen it and was looking to see if I would squirm. Well, I'd spent the last five years of my life being the kind of woman I could be proud of, so to hell with him thinking I might be uneasy about anything that might be on that paper.

      Gabe crossed one tattered denim leg over the other and laid the clipboard down across his knee, and looked me straight in the eyes. "Tell me about Elliot Palmer."

      Jesus, God, he was going straight for the jugular, wasn't he? Most people in job interviews ask about prior work history, what your strengths and weaknesses are. Sometimes they ask about your best and worst boss. This guy went straight for the darkest part of my life and threw it right onto the floor in front of us. He wanted to talk about my pain.

      This was a security company. I knew going in that there would be extensive background checks. I guess I just wasn't prepared to talk about Elliot right out of the gate. "That's a broad topic, can you narrow it down for me? What specifically do you want to know about Elliot as it pertains to my qualifications for an IT position at Glass City Guard?" I was pushing it, I knew, but if he was going to be blunt enough to lead in with a heavy hit then I was going to block to avoid the blow.

      "Fair enough," he said, and I swear I saw Jeanette and Angel's bodies both relax outside of my peripheral vision. "Why don't you tell me what's not in this paperwork then. Tell me your story and how it corresponds to Elliot Palmer."

      Well, hell. I was either going to get the job or not, and to be honest, when people see I have a record of any kind, misdemeanor or no, they normally can't look past it. At least Gabe Anderson wanted to know.

      "Elliot and I were high school sweethearts. We both grew up in Elkhart, Indiana, and had a lot in common. I'd lost my dad at a very early age and my mom a handful of years later. His parents were junkies and hardly around anyway. We were both good kids trying to get through with the crap hand we'd been dealt, you know?" I swallowed hard, this was the most words I'd strung together talking about Elliot since court, and not even JJ could get me to say anything other than, "Your father had to go away for a long time."

      "I moved to Toledo a few years back because I received a grant for the UT tech department. It wasn't much, but in my situation, it was more than I could hope for, so I packed up and moved to Toledo. Since school was paid for I just needed to pay for my roof and living expenses, and with Elliot coming with me we could share that load. It seemed like the perfect plan."

      Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. I had the attention of everyone in the room and they were all silent as they waited for me to continue. This was where shit got a little squirrely, and something told me that Gabe already knew most of the story—he just wanted to hear me say it. So I took a deep breath and dove back in.

      "School was great. It really was, and Elliot...well he didn't adjust as well as I thought he would. He resented me being gone at work and school all the time, and he couldn't seem to hold a job for more than a couple of months at a time. It wasn't until I'd been in Toledo a year that he started hanging out with some bad people and started making his money selling drugs. I didn't like it. But I put up with it. I'm sure you want to know why, though, right?"

      I ignored the other two women in the room and focused solely on Gabe. He wanted to know the story so I wanted him to feel and understand every word I had to say on the subject. "Elliot was my only person. He was all the family I had. I never knew my dad's family. Hell, I never even knew my dad. He died when I was just a toddler and I never even knew his last name. My mom was pissed at him because he essentially jetted when he found out she was pregnant and she never wanted to talk about him. They weren't even a couple when he died. They were like...I don't know...a booty call? My own dad considered my mom a sex buddy and me too big of a burden. What a tool. So I didn't miss him. Mom died of a heart attack when I was eighteen, right before I graduated high school. She passed suddenly and quickly. She felt no pain. I, however, was destroyed. There was nothing for me. No grandparents, no cousins, not even an aunt or an uncle to help me through. I was left completely alone—except for Elliot. I couldn't lose the only person to stay with me, to hold me steady. I was bound and determined to be a ride or die woman.”

      "Even when he started using my car to make runs. Even after we got pulled over in the car and he begged me to shove in my glove box what he had on him so he didn't get busted. I stayed with him. I had a misdemeanor on file, but what did that matter? I was ride or die, right?"

      I realized I had become so into my story that I had clutched the folder on my lap too tightly in my hands and completely wrinkled the corner. I tried to straighten it out but had to give up when it just wouldn't lay flat. Oh well, we were talking about my criminal history now, I'm pretty sure my wrinkled references weren't going to make or break the job for me.

      "Then I got pregnant," I continued, my voice breaking on the very word. "And my point of view on the things that I was willing to ride and die for changed. Everything changed. I hung on, continuing to work as much as I could and still maintained my GPA. I did the best I could even though I couldn't work as many hours as I would have liked. Elliot was miraculously bringing in enough to help with bills and even though I didn't like it, I was carrying his baby. We were connected. I told him I didn't want that kind of life for our children, and he promised he would stop. That before our son was born he would give up that life—but that's not what happened at all."

      "What did happen, Harlow?" Gabe asked the question simply, no judgment in his eyes or his tone.

      "People always say it gets worse before it gets better. In my case there was no better. It just kept getting worse. Instead of pulling away from that lifestyle Elliot submerged himself completely. He went from dealing to using. He had stashes all over our trailer and I would find powder on the coffee table while he was passed out on the sofa. I couldn't take it anymore, so I started trying to plan to leave, but before I could put that into effect, considering I had no savings and I was six months pregnant, the bottom fell out of everything." I closed my eyes to get my bearings. I tried not to think about what happened, but it was always in the back of my mind, and it had shaped the woman that I was today so it was important, if not traumatizing.

      "One of Elliot's...business partners...I'm still not sure what to call their relationship, anyway he came over to the trailer one night. It was kind of late and they got into a huge argument about money. Jayce was saying Elliot was snorting the profits and Elliot was denying everything. They were screaming at each other and throwing things. I was terrified. I was this big pregnant," I circled my arms in front of me to show how far my stomach protruded. "And they were going at each other like crazy. Well, Jayce had some parting words and left the trailer all pissed off and roughed up. Elliot though, he was enraged. I had never seen him like that in all the years I had known him. He followed Jayce out of the trailer, still screaming. I ran out after him, afraid of what he might do. I was hoping that Jayce would just get into his car and go, and it looked like he was trying to, it really did. But Elliot...he was crazy. I didn't even know he had a gun. I had never even seen anyone shoot a gun outside of the movies or tv. God, it was so bad. It was...ugh." My voice broke then, as the memories of all of the blood and bits of bone on the asphalt trailer park road came flooding back. "Elliot wasn't a crack shot, and I don't know where he was aiming, but he shot Jayce in the back of the head as he'd been walking to his car, parked in the vacant trailer lot across the road. It wasn't clean, and it wasn't quick. It took Jayce a few minutes to bleed out and die, and I'll never forget the screaming. Nor the hideous twisted lines of Elliot's face as he grabbed me by the shoulders and told me to call the police, and tell them there was an accident. That someone had driven by and shot his friend, that we needed an ambulance right away."

      "That sounds like a difficult story to get the authorities to believe," this time it was Jeanette who commented, her finger delicately rubbing the center of her nose. Almost like she was pushing up a pair of glasses, but she wasn't wearing any glasses.

      "Yeah, but he was freaking out and not thinking clearly, and turning to the only person that he had any control over. So the cops came and it was just a shit show. Of course, none of the neighbors saw or heard anything. In our neighborhood, you don't talk. Talking gets you shot. No one in that trailer park wanted to be the next Jayce."

      “So what happened then?” Angel was so excited listening to the story, she was still leaning her butt on the table but her upper body was pitched forward as if she was trying to get as close as she could to the source of the words. “Did you roll on him?”

      “Like a skateboard going downhill.” I forged ahead, the worst was out and the rest was simply a formality. Something anyone could look up with a little time and the correct search words. “I was still a ride or die woman,” I said as I rubbed my stomach subconsciously. “I just changed who I would ride or die for—and it wasn’t Elliot Palmer.”

      Gabe glanced through the documents on his clipboard again, and I almost laughed. He had scripted this conversation from the very beginning—I knew that now. I was sure his next words had been planned from the start. “I see he received an involuntary manslaughter charge,” Gabe murmured. “He must’ve had a pretty good lawyer.”

      “That and I was subpoenaed as a witness and messed everything up. I was pregnant and terrified and emotional. I couldn’t stop crying during my testimony and I think that was what swayed the judge in Elliott’s favor. She didn’t want to keep a father away from his child I guess. He got four years for that.”

      “Wait, did he get out of prison then? Didn’t this happen over four years ago?” Jeanette did that nose pushing thing with her index finger again and her brows drew together as she frowned. Nope, he for sure was still in prison. At least the last I heard.

      “I was in the courtroom the day he was sentenced. He’d been a model defendant through the entire trial and wasn’t even handcuffed during the proceedings. You know, when they handed down the sentence it only took him seconds to jump the row of seats he was in and make it to me. In fact, I think everyone was so shocked it took them longer to peel him off of me than it did for him to run across the aisle. He got four extra years for the assault on me. One for each punch to my abdomen.”

      Angel gasped. Jeanette looked like she was going to throw up, but Gabe, his face showed something different. Something dark.

      Rage. I’d never met this man before, but he was experiencing a depth of anger on my behalf that no one ever had before. I felt like I had to say something, anything to wipe that look off his face. “I had a partial placental abruption due to the assault, but other than being on bedrest on and off for the last couple of months I came through okay. It could have been much worse, and now I have a happy, healthy four-year-old son who is very excited to start Kindergarten next year. I am blessed. Elliott Palmer is not a part of my life and hasn’t been since that day in court. So, if you are worried about some sort of criminal behavior on my part because of my connection to him I can only tell you not to. It’s up to you if you believe me or not.”

      Gabe maintained eye contact with me for what felt like an eternity before finally slapping his hand on the clipboard with a loud smack. "Well, okay then, now that that's out of the way, let's talk about when you start. This place is a dump and we need all hands on deck. Is Monday good?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Harlow

          

        

      

    

    
      Wait a minute. What?

      Clearly, my ears were deceiving me because there was no way on the blessed green planet that we just had a conversation about the time my boyfriend killed a guy, then I was given a job without discussing my qualifications or educational background. Nope. Manna did not fall from heaven like that anymore, not in my lap anyway.

      "So, it's not much tech work at the moment I'm afraid, mostly just demo and remodeling. I mean I'll have a crew coming in to do most of the structure work but we need at least a couple of the rooms ready for business so we can work while all of this is going on—"

      "Hold up." I had to shout a little to get Gabe to stop talking, and he looked at me with wide eyes as Jeanette dipped her head and Angel snickered from her spot holding up the folding table. "I've been sitting here for a half hour talking about my connection to a convict and not one part of our conversation had anything to do with the job I'm interviewing for. As far as I know, you haven't even offered me a position, but you want me to start work on Monday?"

      "Yeah. Harlow, I told you in the beginning I had specific requirements for my candidate—and you have them. So, what I would like to do, is get you in here and acclimated to our team. Dino isn't here yet, but he should be shortly, honestly the hardest part of the job is getting along with him. Oh, I guess I should have asked, how much notice do you need to give your current employer? What is it—Cozy's Italian? Is that local? I hadn't heard of it."

      This guy was nuts. But since his crazy was falling into the answer to my prayers I figured I would just go with the flow. "Yeah, Cozies is local. They are a small dive place on the North end of town, and they call themselves Italian cuisine, but they use the term incredibly loosely if you know what I mean. And I don't have to give them notice as I am no longer employed by them." I took a deep breath and braced myself for the unavoidable question.

      Gabe's eyebrows rose in surprise. "That was quick, did you leave on good terms?" Ugh, that was such an open question.

      "No I did not."

      "Dare I ask if they let you go or if you quit? It doesn't actually matter, you know, I've decided I want you for this position. You can speak freely like you normally would. Lord knows Angel's been on her best behavior so far, but you should know every other word out of her mouth is a swear."

      "That's a damn lie," Angel grumbled, shooting Gabe the hairy eyeball. He ignored her, attention focused only on me. I sighed deeply, no sense hiding it. Gabe seemed to have a way of getting the information he wanted whether I gave it to him or not.

      "It was a mutual parting of ways." That was the best way I could describe it anyway. "I defended myself against a customer who couldn't decide what he liked better—the handful of my ass that he grabbed or the handful of boob. When I told my boss I wouldn't serve the guy anymore I was told I had to because I was the only server on staff. I took off my apron and congratulated him on having zero servers on staff. I left with just the tips in my pocket."

      "Jesus, what a douche," Jeanette muttered, looking as disgusted as I felt.

      "Ayyyye, speaking of douche—Dino's home," Angel sang the insult joyfully and we all turned to look at the door. Standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame was a dark haired, dark eyed man with an olive complexion. A very familiar looking man. His gaze drifted over to me and a lazy half smile spread on his face. For some reason it irritated me.

      "You're the drug dealer!" I accused before I could stop myself. He couldn't be a drug dealer, not really. Not if he was walking into this office as pretty as you please, no way. His eyes widened and his eyebrows flew towards the ceiling.

      "Am not," he said as he made his way towards the food, grabbed a donut and took a huge bite. Chewing three times he swallowed and grinned at me. "I'm a highly skilled gatherer of information."

      "Wait a minute, you were spying? On me? What for?" Turning to Gabe I looked at him in open-mouthed shock. "You had him staking out my trailer park? Have you people never heard of a background check?"

      "Lady I am your background check. You hire her yet?" he asked Gabe, breaking off another piece of his donut and popping it in his mouth. “The painters are coming on Monday and we need to have this room and two others ready for them plus bring the furniture in. We need the hands." Did everyone know I was being hired before I even came here?

      "I'm sorry, I don't understand what's going on here. No offense, you guys are really nice and all, but this is the weirdest interview I've ever been in." I looked from face to face around the room. Angel and Jeanette regarded me with curiosity. Dino—he had a different look in his eyes...I couldn't put my finger on it. "You don't know me, you just know me on paper, and to be honest, that paper is not the best version of me. You can't tell me there weren't a ton of qualified applicants for this position. People with more experience or even better credentials. I don't even have a degree for God's sake. I had to quit school when I went on bedrest with JJ. Most of everything I know is self-taught. You seemed to have made up your mind before I even got here. Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, because I very much need this job for my family, but what gives?"

      Gabe grinned, and that simple action made him look so much younger than the mid-thirties I knew he was. "I'm a rich guy, Harlow," Gabe began. No shit. "I'm rich and I'm spoiled and I like to get my way. You're correct. There was a horde of eager young professionals sending in their resumes. So many, in fact, that I needed help going through them all." He looked around the room at Dino, Jeanette, and Angel, who all nodded. "Here's the thing though, Harlow. I may be rich, but I'm a rich fuckup. We are all fuckups in our own way with our own sordid pasts. I don't need a fresh-faced graduate with a degree in their fist who has learned textbook procedures. I need someone with grit on their soul who has had to make some tough decisions in their lives. Hell any decisions! How long did it take you to get in the door today?"

      What kind of question was that? "I don't know," I answered slowly. "A few seconds? You guys answered right away when I buzzed the door."

      Jeanette laughed, a low pleasant sound. "Yeah, because you noticed the speaker box. Do you know how many people we have that literally just stand outside the door knocking, waiting for someone to come to the door and let them in? They don't even notice the speaker box. It's not prominent, but it's not hidden either."

      What she was saying didn't make a lot of sense, at least not to me. "Well no one answered when I knocked, and it's a huge building. I just assumed there was another way so I looked. It only took a couple of seconds. It wasn't a big deal."

      "Not a big deal for you, because you are a quick thinker and a problem solver, Harlow. If the simple act of getting through a door is too tough for someone, imagine how hard of a time they would have dealing with the problems that come up in our office." Gabe was serious, there was no trace of humor on his face. "As far as your education goes, I don't need a degree here. I need the ability to learn. The things we do here are not anything they teach in those college classrooms anyway. We're a security firm. We help catch bad guys doing bad things, and I guarantee, your bad guys aren't using college-level IT either." Gabe stood up abruptly and started pacing, he looked very much like a professor about to give a lecture and I knew he needed me to listen and not interrupt.

      "I don't need you to know everything right now, Harlow. I need someone with the ability to learn how we do things here. I already know what to do—I need that kind of backup here at the office. I'm not looking for someone to fix my email or debug our computer. I need someone to operate surveillance equipment and sometimes hack into other systems. I need someone ride or die, Harlow. Someone trustworthy, and I can tell that's you. I can tell because you sat in that chair and told me a story, in your own words, very much like what I had printed out on a paper in front of me. But you didn't use language to deflect from any personal involvement. You didn't whine, or complain about how life wasn't fair. You just told me the honest truth. I know you have a mission. And that mission is to provide a safe and stable home for your son. Safe and stable for you means safe and stable for us. Look around this room. This is Glass City Guard. This is all of us, minus Angel. She's not on the payroll but she's ours anyway."

      "Um, just yours actually, and some days that's questionable," the blonde bombshell quipped.

      "We are all we have, and our circle of trust is really small. When I say we need someone like you—please understand that I don't say that lightly."

      "How are you so sure I'm the one?" I whispered, swallowing the suspicious lump in my throat over Gabe's speech.

      "Jesse vouched for you. You probably don't know this having just met him, but Jesse is one of the best judges of character I know. Probably comes from working in the bar and being around all those people all the time. He went out on a limb to help you out—to vouch for you. He wouldn't just do that for anyone. He told me you hacked the software on his phone and fixed it for him in about a minute. They don't teach you that in class." Angel’s praise washed over me like a warm rain and I silently gave a prayer of thanks for JJ peeing on Jesse yesterday. Seems like he really was an angel.

      "I watched you plug into a busted security gate yesterday and get that gate moving when it otherwise would have been shut until someone else came out to fix it. And from the look of that place I bet it wouldn't have been anytime soon." Dino took a drink of coffee from a cup on the table and grimaced as he forced it down. That coffee had been sitting there for longer than I had been in the room, it was probably ice cold. Gross.

      "I just did what I had to do," I said, face heating up with embarrassment. “I don't want to dissuade you from hiring me, I'm grateful, I really am, I just don't want you to have this inflated sense of who I am. I'm really just a woman who's not very good at being one. I'm a mom, first and foremost. JJ is the only family I have at all.”

      “Not anymore,” was Gabe’s reply. “You have us—whether you want us or not.” I didn’t have any words of argument for him. These people were offering me the spider’s thread I needed to climb out of hell and I grasped it with both hands, preparing to climb. I wasn’t a superwoman by any means, but apparently Glass City Guard didn’t need a superwoman. They just needed someone with integrity and the ability to adapt. Well hell—that was me in a nutshell.
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      Dad must have really tied one on last night if he’s sleeping through this, I thought as I took in the scene in front of me. Beck, the owner of the tattoo shop next door, was standing in my kitchen, arms flexed and raised while JJ dangled helplessly from one of them, little legs kicking in the air. Laughing so hard he could barely breathe, he pulled on Beck’s arm with all of his might, trying to bring the giant man’s arm down but Beck just laughed and hoisted him higher.

      Everyone liked Beck.

      I would be jealous of how people automatically flocked to the big man, but I liked Beck too. He was an awesome business neighbor and a pretty damn good friend. He may have looked a little scary to some, being as tall and as wide as he was, with tattoos covering just about all of him from the neck down, but no one could resist his easy charm for long. Panties seemed to drop with astonishing speed around Beck, but he remained ever oblivious. He’d found the love of his life in the now pregnant Regina, in my very bar actually, and could see no other woman but her ever since that moment.

      He was smitten.

      He was also at the end of his rope considering Regina was about eleventy months pregnant with twins and apparently getting a little difficult to deal with. I didn’t blame her. She was carrying two babies inside her and was almost as wide as she was tall now. I don’t know how women could do it, I would need to tap out as soon as my boobs got sore.

      Apparently, my French macaroons helped.

      Not with the boob soreness obviously, but she did like them, and was happy when she got to eat them. I made them for her as a little present to be nice a few months ago, and now when Beck is as stressed as he can get, he orders them from me so he can tame the pregnant beast. Sometimes I have to squeeze it into the bar kitchen when I don’t have time to work at home, but I really did love being able to bake for someone again. It was my real joy—not being a bartender. I hated tending bar, and I only came home to do it so my dad could get his shit together. Somehow, maybe due to the fact that he was drinking the profits away every night and passing out until noon most days, I didn’t think that was going to happen anytime soon.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, surprising me even though I should have known it was a text from Harlow.

      I’m at the front door, can you unlock it for me?

      Did you get the job? I texted back, even as I left the kitchen and walked towards the front of the bar.

      Just let me in and I’ll tell you what happened.

      I unclicked the lock and pulled the heavy door wide, my heart thumping in my chest. I don’t know why I was so invested in whether or not Harlow got this job, but after spending a little time with her yesterday, and with JJ this morning, I just really wanted something good to happen to them. The look on her face though, had my heart sinking to my stomach.

      Harlow looked like she was seconds away from crying her eyes out. Her hair was still pulled back in a simple bun, the strands smooth and unmoving, but her face was a mess. Her skin was blotchy, red and swollen while her eyes were glassy and wet. There were slight dark smudges around her eyes, almost as if she had been rubbing at them—which from the look of things was probably exactly what she had been doing.

      Oh God, she didn’t get the job.

      “Harlow, I’m so so—”

      I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence because the wind was knocked out me by the force of Harlow slamming into me and wrapping her arms around my neck. I had no choice but to hug her back or we both would have gone toppling to the floor. Her entire body vibrated with excitement as she squealed into my ear.

      “I got the job I got the job I got the job!  Jesse, I got the job!”

      Oh God, she was so soft.

      Softer than I would have thought from looking at her. She dressed about as androgynous as a person could but underneath the plain slacks and shirt she was all feminine curves. I could tell because they were currently pressed against me as she squeezed the life out of me with her exuberant embrace.

      “Jesse, I’m so happy. I’m so happy I don’t even know what to do with myself and you helped me. Thank you so much, I don’t even know how to repay you.”

      You can keep doing what you’re doing, I thought inside my head. Other parts of my body were responding to the feeling of Harlow in my arms and I tried very hard to get them to calm down. But she was still caught up in her breathless excitement so every little happy jump of hers created friction between us. Her hair was rubbing on my beard and I could feel her breath on my neck. And she smelled really good.

      Do not get a boner. Do not get a boner. I chanted the words inside my head but it didn’t matter, my body wasn’t listening.

      She finally pulled away slightly, so that her hips were no longer pressed against my own, but she was still lost in her happy thoughts with her arms wrapped around my neck. She was starting to ramble now, so I just looked down at her, amused, and wondered when she would realize that she was still hugging me.

      “I got the job and the money…oh, my God, the money is…it’s enough, Jesse. It’s enough.” Fresh tears started coursing down her face. “We are going to have insurance. It’s been so long since we had that. I can’t believe this is happening right now I feel like all my prayers have been answered. I mean, I’ve been trying so hard.” A hiccup interrupted her mile a minute chatter and I squeezed her again because I felt like she needed it. This single mom trying to make it work. Trying to make a better life for herself and that little boy in the kitchen. My heart thumped a little harder in my chest and I didn’t question why I felt an instant connection with a woman and child I had just met the day before. I just felt grateful that I could be part of her happiness for a minute.

      “It all happened so fast. I mean, they’re nice don’t get me wrong but those people are weird. They want me to work with them. Me. And you know what else?” She gripped my shoulders and gave me a little shake, to make sure I was listening. Grinning, I assured her I was.

      “What else, Harlow?”

      “I’m moving. Dino told Gabe that the trailer park is too far away for me to commute to work—even though it’s only twenty minutes I don’t know why he would say that—and Gabe said that Angel moved in with him so they needed to sub-rent her old apartment so that works out great.”

      Oh hell, I could see where this was going. And I just bet the trailer park distance from the office had nothing to do with anything. Gabe and his savior complex. It did strike me as funny that Dino would be so protective though. That guy usually only looked out for himself as far as I could tell, but maybe Jeanette was wearing him down. That was another crazy story too. Harlow had mentioned it a few seconds ago. That group of people certainly was nice, it was true—but she had no clue just how weird their situation was. Band of rich and oddly talented misfits is what they were. It was no surprise they wanted Harlow. I bet she was going to fit in flawlessly.

      “No more trailer park, Jesse,” Harlow continued, winding her fingers into the hair on the back of my neck. I knew she had no idea she was doing it. She was so caught up in her blissful happiness, Harlow was acting without even thinking. I knew that. But man did I hope she kept it up, just for a little while longer. I saw hundreds of people pass in front of me every week. But Harlow, man there was something about her that made me hope she was one that didn’t pass by. That didn’t walk in and out of the bar door. And if she did walk out the door, I kind of wanted to walk out with her. I think…

      I think I like her.

      Oblivious to my personal revelation, and my growing interest in the way she was still snuggled against me, Harlow rattled on.

      “No more trailer park. No more danger. No more shootings. A good school system. It’s only a one-bedroom apartment but it won’t be long before we can get a bigger place. Things are good. Oh my God I’m so happy.” And the tears resumed as she hugged me tightly, her face pressed into my red cotton t-shirt that had flour and sugar stains on it since I had failed to wear an apron when I was in the kitchen. I was too concerned with making sure JJ had been appropriately covered, to worry about myself.

      Harlow sniffled against my chest. Then she sniffed and raising her head, looked me in the eyes. I could tell she was back now, back to centered and not lost in a cloud of euphoria. Her brown eyes, so dark they were almost black. Eyes so familiar I could have sworn I had seen her somewhere before, widened and she asked, “Why do you smell like cookies?”

      “Mama!”

      I have never had a partial erection deflate so fast in my entire life as when the kitchen doors burst open and JJ came running into the bar area, with Beck following close behind him. At JJ’s arrival, Harlow seemed to remember where she was and what she was doing, and she jumped away from me, guilt and embarrassment all over her face. JJ flung himself into her arms and she picked him up off the ground in a huge hug, burying her face in his neck.

      I wanted to tell her not to be embarrassed. I wanted to tell her how lonely my body felt as she stepped away from me but now was not the time. And it was weird. We barely knew each other, and I think she had dealt with enough weird today with the Glass City Guard crew.

      “Harlow,” I said as she put JJ back on his feet and was eyeing the big man with curiosity. “This is Beck. He’s my very good friend and also the owner of Gallery B next door. He’s a very talented artist, and also helped me keep an eye on JJ this morning.”

      “Nice to meet you, Harlow,” Beck rumbled. Even at his friendliest, Beck’s voice was a low roar. Harlow’s eyes widened and I swallowed the irritation I felt at the sight of the slight blush that graced her cheeks. Every woman reacted that way to Beck. I got it. I really did. But for some reason, I didn’t want her to do it. Not when she’d been hugging her happiness into me just a moment ago. I wanted to see that blush on her face when she was looking at me, dammit, and since when had I started thinking of Harlow like that anyway? I’d just met her the day before.

      Jesus, Jesse, straighten up.

      “Mama, were you crying?” JJ asked, getting his first up-close look at his mom, his little eyes dark and worried.

      “Yes, but only because I was so happy,” she said, ruffling his curls and wiping her sleeve across her eyes. "You know how sometimes you get surprised or angry and you cry because you can’t think of the words to say how you feel?” JJ nodded at his mother. “That’s me. I’m just so happy I can’t find the words, so the tears just came out. Guess what buddy? I got the job. I’m going to be making a lot more money, and that means we get to move out of the trailer.”

      JJ jumped up and down, squealing with excitement. I don’t know if he understood what getting a new job meant, but he surely understood leaving the trailer park. At his mom’s good news his eyes lit up again as if a switch had been flipped inside his head and he just remembered. “I have a present for you,” he hooted. And grabbing Harlow’s hand he pulled her towards the kitchen. He would have barreled through the doors headfirst if I hadn’t gotten to it first.

      “Slow down, Buddy,” I told him gently, making eye contact with Harlow above his head. I winked at her and she smiled, probably wondering what I was up to. “It’s a proper surprise so you need to make sure she closes her eyes until we’re ready.” JJ’s little mouth formed an O of surprise as he thought about it for a moment. “Also, we don’t pull on people to make them do what we want, Buddy. Especially ladies. We ask nicely. Can you show me how you ask her nicely?” He nodded his head so vigorously it would have flown off if it wasn’t attached to his neck.

      “Yes. I can do that. Mama?” he asked, “Will you come see my surprise? You don’t have to close your eyes until I tell you.” He looked at me after he said it, looking for acceptance that he had done it right and I smiled and gave him the thumbs up sign. Grinning and puffing out his chest he turned back to his mom, who squeezed his hand and nodded. I held the doors open for him as he led her back into the kitchen. “As soon as we get in there, Mama, close your eyes, okay?” I smiled as they walked in front of me, Harlow with a small smile on her face and her eyes suspiciously wet again.

      Beck raised an eyebrow as he followed them in. “You’d make a good dad, you know?” he murmured out of the corner of his mouth.

      “You first, Beck,” I replied to his back, for lack of anything better to say. I don’t know the first thing about being a parent. All I had to go by was my own parents, and their whole relationship was so jacked up they weren’t anything I would want to pattern myself after. My dad was a functioning alcoholic who stayed gone most of the time and my poor mom worked herself into the grave enabling him and acting like there wasn’t a problem. Not the world’s best teachers on how to be a stable home. They were mine, and I loved them, but definitely not classroom material.

      Beck waited patiently while JJ instructed his mom to close her eyes and hold out her hands before he grabbed his box from the table so he didn’t ruin the surprise. JJ placed his smaller box with the shiny ribbon onto her outstretched palms and waited, hands clasped behind his back until she opened them again. She opened her eyes slowly, a smile stretching across her face as she took in the small white box.

      “This is so pretty,” she breathed out the words. She really was surprised.

      “It’s cookies!” JJ shouted excitedly. “Open it, Mama, I made them myself. Mr. Jesse helped a little bit. But I did almost all of it by myself.”

      Harlow opened the box and almost dropped it. “Macaroons? French Macaroons? JJ you made these?” She looked from him to me in shock, JJ laughing and squealing that he liked his surprise. “Seriously, Jesse, you just decided to make cookies with my son and this is what you decided to do? This is high-level stuff.” She pulled a small, misshapen sandwich cookie from the box and took a bite. “Oh my God,” she moaned around a mouthful of crumbs. “Baby, these are so good. This is the best surprise ever.” And bending down she gave JJ a huge hug and a sloppy kiss on the forehead which sent him into another fit of giggles.

      “I was actually already making them,” I said, a little shy for some reason now that she knew I was a bartender that baked. “JJ was just such a good helper we thought maybe you would like a little something sweet after your interview.” What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I so nervous about helping her son with a present? Jesus, I was a wuss.

      Beck saved me from my embarrassment by interrupting at just the right moment. “Jesse makes the best macaroons around. He makes lots of amazing things, but these cookies make my Regina happy, and right now they’re magic to me. Jesse, I keep telling you, man. Ditch the bar scene and open your own bakery. You’d do well here—we sure could use a place out this way, and with your talent…” He trailed off. We both knew why I couldn’t do that, but it wasn’t something I wanted to talk about in front of Harlow. “Well, I have to go get these home for Regina before I come back and work the afternoon at the shop. It was nice to meet you, Harlow. You too JJ. You start thinking about what you want as your first tattoo and when you’re old enough, you come see me.”

      All the blood drained out of Harlow’s face and Beck laughed, the sound ricocheting off the small kitchen walls. “I’m just kidding, Harlow. Relax.” Then he winked at JJ, who was laughing hysterically before he walked out the back door of the kitchen and into the alley. Now we were left alone, and I didn’t know what to say. There was no reason to keep her here, she was going to pick up JJ and leave, but for some reason, I wanted to stall that for as long as possible.

      “I have to go potty.” Saved by the magic and bluntness of a four-year-old boy. I let out a breath I hadn’t even known I’d been holding and smiled.

      “Well here, let’s go real quick,” Harlow held her hand out to JJ, who looked at it like it was a foreign object.

      “Mom,” he complained. “I’m too big for you to take me to the potty. I can go by myself. I already did two times, I know where it is.” I hid my smile behind my hand as Harlow looked at me with narrow eyes. She saw me laughing and sighed.

      “Well then, Buddy, you go ahead. Don’t go getting too big on me though. You’re still my little boy.”

      “I’m your little big boy,” JJ said emphatically as he went through the double doors and around the corner to the restroom in the hallway.

      Five seconds later we heard a blood-curdling scream.

      Harlow was through the double doors before my feet even moved, but I was behind her two seconds later. We skidded around the corner of the bar and came to a stop as JJ came barreling out of the bathroom like his shoes were on fire. Two seconds later we found the source of his screams. Lumbering out of the bathroom wearing a dingy t-shirt and a pair of jeans was a grizzled old man. The hair of his beard was long and wiry, with more gray in it than not. His eyes may have been wide with concern, but it didn’t take away from the scarlet bloodshot color, nor the fact that he smelled like a brewery.

      “Good afternoon, Dad.” Fucking miserable way to introduce him to Harlow. Was kind of hoping to avoid it all together but it looked like I had no control over that.

      “What in the world is going on?” He was barely awake and mumbling, but I understood him just fine. I had years of practice listening to him, while he was drunk and incoherent as well as when he was hung over and barely so.

      “Dad, this is my friend, Harlow, and her son, JJ. I was watching him for a bit this morning before we opened. Harlow, JJ, this is my dad. He lives in the apartment upstairs and he sleeps late, so I didn’t even think he would be down here.”

      JJ turned his trembling face from Harlow’s shoulder and looked at my dad.

      “I thought he was one of the scary people. Like the ones that live in the park by our house and that’s why I’m not allowed to play there anymore. Mama says I can’t go there, or they might snatch me away, so we can only go the park that’s farther away. We don’t get to go much though. I like the swings.”

      “I’m sorry I scared you, kid,” my dad offered the apology with a frown. “I didn’t know we had company or I would have made a better impression. Not used to seeing young ones in the bar you know? Especially before we even open.”

      “Yeah, Jesse was helping me out of a bind,” Harlow said, straightening and grabbing hold of Jesse’s hand. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did. I really need to get JJ home now. We have so much to do now with the move and the job starting Monday. I’m so grateful for everything.” She pulled Jesse closer to her and started moving them closer to the front door of the bar, still unlocked from when I let her in and immediately got distracted from her hug. “It was nice meeting you Mr…” She paused, frowning because she really didn’t know his name or my last name at all. We’d just met, that information hadn’t even come up yet.

      “Belton. I’m Ed Belton. I own Nasta’s, although Jesse here does all the work. I’m sorry for the scare. I promise if you come to visit us again, later in the day, I’m much better to look at. Maybe even better than Jesse,” and he winked at Harlow who smiled. I wanted to gag. He had no idea what a sight he presented. He had just been compared to one of the scary derelicts who roamed the streets by a four-year-old, and the insult went right over his head. Harlow smiled at him.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Belton. If you’ll excuse us, we really have to go. Thank you again, Jesse. You’ve helped me so much more than you know.”

      “Harlow, I—” but it was too late, the heavy door was closing behind them and I was left with an unfinished sentence on my lips. What was I going to say to get her to stay? Ask if I could see her again? Kiss her goodbye? It wasn’t a date and we barely knew each other but dammit if I didn’t want to make damn sure I would be able to see her again. But the moment had passed and so had my chance. I turned to look at my dad, who looked back at me, eyebrows raised, stubborn tilt to his chin. I was irritated. More than that I was angry. Angry that he lived his life the way he did. Angry that he had zero concept of responsibility and drank his issues away every night while I put my life on hold to make sure the bar kept going. That Dad kept going.

      The anger bubbled up to the surface and I couldn’t hold it back anymore. I was itching for a fight, so I said the one thing guaranteed to cause an immediate and explosive response.

      “Dad. We need to talk about your drinking.”
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      “Watch out, Harlow,” I heard Angel yell as I looked up just in time to see a piece of the drop ceiling break in half and fall in chunks down over my head. It wouldn’t have hurt. There had been water damage from heavy rain and too long with no maintenance had just destroyed the cheap panels. They were light and would have caused no pain, but were soggy and gross so I managed to duck out of the way just in time to avoid getting hit square in the head.

      “Good looking out, Angel,” I said as I surveyed the extra mess in the room. I had been at Glass City Guard for almost a week, and Gabe had been right. We were still in the housekeeping phase. There was so much work to do, and we had made a lot of headway in the first section of the first floor. That was until the ceiling tiles decided they’d done their duty for long enough and started giving up on us. I looked over at the corner where JJ was busy coloring in his Power Rangers coloring book. He hadn’t noticed a thing. That was probably due to the pair of headphones and a small music player that Jeanette had brought in for him to use. Even though Gabe had let me bring JJ to work with me while I was still in the process of finding childcare services, we found out quickly that the boys sometimes had a hard time minding their language. Especially after Dino stepped on a row of carpet tacks and it went right through his shoe. JJ learned a new “F” word, and Dino learned all about damage control with an angry mama. I couldn’t keep bringing him to work with me long term, but for now, it helped immensely that he could occupy himself in a corner while I got some work done.

      Even though it was mostly cleaning. I was getting paid way too much to do housekeeping work. I had been discussing with Gabe what kind of equipment we wanted to buy, and what kind of software we should be running in the office and the best ways for all of us to stay connected. Especially when someone was “on target” and needed to be in contact with the home office. That was Jeanette and me, and I quickly found out what a stellar part of the team she was. Not only did she handle the boys like an expert, she was an organizational machine. I was jealous. She was really something.

      Angel wasn’t even on the payroll, but she hung around a lot lately. Even though Gabe gave her a hard time about her upcoming deadline we really appreciated her help. “I work better under pressure,” she’d told him smartly, the last time he asked her how the writing was going. “Don’t worry about how I do it. I don’t tell you how to shoot bad guys, or whatever it is you do.” It had sparked a forty-five-minute argument about the difference between being a soldier and being a protector for hire. If you didn’t know them you would think they didn’t get along, but I was learning every day that everyone here was actually really close. Angel and Gabe had known each other since they were kids but had only been a couple for a few months.

      Jeanette and Dino were together too, but you would never know it at first glance. Those were two people that lived to get under each other’s skin. If it wasn’t for how Dino snaked his arm around her waist and gave her a quick squeeze whenever he walked by, I would think they didn’t like each other at all.

      I guess it really does take all kinds.

      I was just about to start picking up the waterlogged pieces of ceiling tile when my phone buzzed. I rarely got messages anymore, and most of the people who had any reason to contact me at all were in the building with me, so I was surprised and pleased to see it was a message from Jesse. I’d been thinking of him a lot since last week. Trying to find a way to see him again but not knowing how. I didn’t drink, and I couldn’t go out by myself even if I did. I had no babysitter for JJ and I wouldn’t just leave him with anyone I didn’t know anyway. Except for I had, when I left him with Jesse before, but Jesse didn’t seem like a stranger. I had to admit to myself.

      I missed him.

      You forgot your cookies.

      I had forgotten them, and I’d avoided bringing that up in front of JJ or he would be upset that I didn’t bring home his present that he worked so hard on. I’d been in such a hurry to get out of there after JJ screamed in Jesse’s father’s face, that I had completely forgotten they were in the kitchen still. Lucky for me, JJ was four and still had a four-year-old’s attention span. He wouldn’t remember it unless I brought it up, and I wasn’t planning on doing that.

      I’m sorry. I’d had a crazy day. It’s my only excuse. God, I was lame. I’d met a man, practically ran away from him and mooned over him for an entire week, and then when he contacts me like I’d been hoping, that was the best conversation I could come up with?

      I was so long out of the game it was pathetic.

      I was forced to eat them myself. It was a sacrifice I was willing to make—for you. Tell JJ he did a really good job. I had to laugh at his obvious exaggeration.

      How are things at the new job? Is Gabe being a slave driver yet? It seemed like even though I was a shit conversationalist, Jesse wasn’t deterred.

      Work consists of trying to get this building cleaned up enough that we can actually conduct business inside of it. They let me bring JJ with me until I find long-term child care, which is great, but it won’t be long before he’s bored with it.

      I was hoping I’d get to see you again.

      And there it was. He was so honest about it too. I certainly wouldn’t have been able to come out and say it like that, even though I’d been thinking the exact same thing for as long as it had been since I’d left Nasta’s the last time. My breath caught in my throat. It was the closest thing to someone admitting they were interested in me than I had experienced in five years. Since Elliot. And he never really said any sweet things to me, we just kind of fell together because of our lives and proximity.

      I must have waited too long to reply because Jesse texted again.

      Is that too forward? Sorry. I was thinking about it, so I mentioned it. I almost dropped my phone in an effort to respond.

      No! I was just surprised. I’ve been thinking the same thing, I just didn’t know what to say. Things are crazy and it’s not like I have an excuse to come to the bar—especially with a four-year-old.

      You and JJ are always welcome, you don’t need a reason, Jesse texted. But I understand. I still would like to see you, I can make time whenever you’re free. Anything going on this weekend?

      Ugh. This weekend. Of course, there was. Not that I wasn’t excited about the move, but it was happening so fast that I felt like my head was spinning.

      Moving into the Washington Arms this weekend. Gabe worked it out with the landlord and they are getting a truck and movers for me. It’s nice not having to lug everything by myself, but it’s still crazy busy moving to a new place.

      Not that we had a lot to move. Most of our furniture was old and worthless, and I didn’t have money for too many toys or luxury possessions like gaming systems or extra jewelry and makeup. Not that I would wear any if I did. I was more of jeans and hoody type of girl. No, it wouldn’t take much to get us moved in, but things were happening so fast I had a hard time grasping it anyway. It just seemed like there was so much to do, but in reality, Gabe and the guys had taken care of everything.

      You are going to love it there. Another message from Jesse. The people are nuts but the best around. There’s no safer place to be than the Washington Arms. This was followed by the smiley face emoji with the crazy swirls for eyes.

      What did that mean?

      You know of it? It seems like you know everybody.

      I’m a bartender, Harlow, there are very few people I don’t know. How about while your moving truck comes I come and keep JJ company while you direct the moving traffic? How’s that? That way, I’ll get to see you and you won’t have to put off anything important.

      Was he really volunteering to watch JJ while I finishing moving in just so he could see me again? Was this man for real?

      Saturday morning at ten sound good? I can’t promise fun but I can promise donuts and coffee. JJ will call anything with a fruit filling though, so unless you are prepared to fight to the death I would stick with the brown sugar kind. Oh, my God, I needed to be saved from my own lack of communication skills.

      I’ll see you Saturday morning. Looking forward to it. I waited a moment, but it seemed like that was the last message he was going to send. Putting my phone back in my pocket I looked up to see Jeanette and Angel looking at me. Jeanette still somehow looked sophisticated in her yoga pants and off the shoulder sweatshirt, while Angel wore a pair of ratty sweatpants that looked suspiciously like they may have belonged to Gabe at one time, and a T-shirt with the phrase “Everyday I’m Mugglin’” in gold letters on the front. Both women wore knowing smiles.

      “What?”

      “What nothing,” Angel said with a grin. “No woman looks down at her phone and giggles like that unless there is a man on the other end.”

      Giggling? I wasn’t giggling. I don’t think.

      “It was just Jesse asking about how things are with the new job. It’s not like that.” I know I said that, but I really was hoping it was exactly like that.

      “Jesse? Jessie Belton from Nasta’s?” Jeanette asked incredulously.

      “What’s wrong with Jesse?” Angel asked with a gasp. “Jesse is an amazing person. She should totally go out with Jesse.”

      Were they really arguing about this right now?

      “Oh no, I agree with you. Jesse is like, a corner lot. He’s prime real estate girl, go for that.” Jeanette nodded her head at my phone. “He’s young, unmarried, has his own house and is smoking hot.”

      “Hey! You never tell me I’m smoking hot,” Dino complained from the hallway. That man was silent, he came and went like a ghost.

      “That, my love, is because you tell yourself that every day. You don’t need me to corroborate.” But she grinned as he crossed the room and gave her a big smacking kiss on the cheek. They were so weird together, it was fun to watch.

      “Yeah, Jesse’s been my friend for a long time, Harlow. He’s a great catch. I just wish he wasn’t wasting his life at Nasta’s. He doesn’t belong there.”

      I shot Angel a questioning glance. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I don’t know if I should spread his business, but Jesse’s dad isn’t what you’d call a real dependable guy.” Angel shook her head in disgust. “He’s nice enough, but he’s incredibly self-centered and pretty much just drinks himself stupid every night and leaves Jesse to run the bar. Jesse was an apprentice in a famous bakery on the West Coast. He only came home because his mom passed away. His dad pretty much went to shit and Jesse stopped everything to help him out and make sure the bar didn’t go under. It was only supposed to be temporary, but his dad is just getting worse. I think he was always like that though. I’ve known Ed Belton since before Jesse came back to the bar. I just think his wife worked really hard to hide a lot of that from Jesse.”

      I looked over in the corner where JJ still listened to the Disney soundtrack on the music player and colored—a content little boy. I wanted so many things for him in his life. Not one of those things was giving up his dreams to take care of me for any reason. As long as I was able-bodied, I would be damned if I was ever a burden on my child.

      “Well, I am kind of interested,” I said, my face heating up with the admission. “But it’s hard to get out and d…date. I mean I have JJ to think about, you know?”

      “I’ll babysit.” The two women volunteered their tribute at the same time, my mouth dropping open in shock. Angel laughed.

      “I love kids. Especially in small, pre-determined blocks of time where I can do all of the fun stuff and then return them to their mom sugared up and exhausted,” she said with a wicked grin.

      “I don’t really have a lot of experience, but I like JJ, and if I could keep myself alive these last few years after my ex-boyfriend tried to kill me, I think I can handle a four-year-old.”

      “Wait,” I interrupted, my mouth hanging open in shock. “Your ex-boyfriend tried to kill you?”

      “More than once,” Jeanette muttered bitterly. More like she was pissed about it than because it was anything weird.

      “Yeah, well he shot me,” Dino said, smiling widely at my growing discomfort.

      “You got shot?” I squeaked, thankful that JJ still wore the headphones and would not be asking questions about any of this.

      “And Angel got kidnapped. I rescued her though.” This from Gabe who had just walked back into the room from taking a huge load of trash out to the dumpster. The multi-millionaire had barbecue stains on his t-shirt and a pair of red basketball shorts on. There was dust in his hair and his short beard. He smiled at the woman in question and blew her a kiss.

      “Yeah but I also got tased—by Dino,” she emphasized. “And attacked by a junkie that worked for the psycho Chaz Malone—no offense.” The last part was offered to Dino, who nodded his head as if to say, “None taken.” It was impossible to wrap my head around what they were talking about.

      “All we’re saying, Harlow, is that we are experienced at taking care of ourselves and others. We’ve all been through some shit.” She covered her mouth with her hand and glanced in the corner at JJ, hoping he hadn’t heard her swear. He hadn’t.

      “Nobody here is perfect, Harlow,” Jeanette said, wiping her hands on her yoga pants and giving my arm an affectionate squeeze. “We’re all just like you. Doing our best to live a good life and take care of the people close to us. You can ask us to help, you know?”

      “I feel like all you guys have been doing since I met you is helping me,” I said truthfully.

      “Yeah but you’ll get your chance to pay me back when I really start putting you to work,” Gabe laughed. He walked over to where JJ was sitting in the corner and gently moved the headphones off his head. “Hey, Buddy, I have to go to the store, wanna go?”

      JJ jumped up, eyes shining. “Yeah! Mom, can I go to the store with Gabe? Can I?” Coloring book already forgotten he was racing to make sure the Velcro on his shoes was fastened properly.

      “Yes, you can go to the store with Gabe.”

      “Can we get candy again, Gabe?”

      “Jesse,” I scolded. “You do not ask for things you don’t need from people. If you are offered that’s one thing but you know your manners.” Then I turned my attention to Gabe, who was giving the shush face to JJ before he noticed me looking at him. “I can run and get the booster out of my car, just give me a second.”

      “No need. I figured we would probably all be taking JJ places at some point, so I just picked up a couple of extra boosters yesterday. I put one in my truck and I figured I would leave the other two here in case someone needed one in a hurry or something.”

      Then he turned and focused his attention on JJ. Like it was no big deal. I’d been there a week and my son and I were already enough of a fixture that he bought booster seats for everyone to share. Like a family. I blinked back the tears of gratitude that threatened to spill over. He wouldn’t have seen them anyway, he was already walking out the door with JJ. But not before I overheard him talking down to my son in hushed tones.

      “JJ, man, it’s secret candy. Man candy. We can’t have secret man candy if you tell your mom about it.”

      “Don’t eat too much secret man candy or you won’t have any room for dinner,” I called out of the room as they rounded the corner.

      No one answered, but I heard JJ giggling for a few seconds before they walked out the door. I was not worried about my son in the hands of any of these people. Jesse said they were good, and I believed him.
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      I rolled up to the parking lot in the back of the building to absolute chaos. I knew Jolene and Gerta, because who in town didn’t, but I had never actually been to their building before. There was a moving truck in the lot, with the back open and facing the building. There was also a huge furniture truck that took up most of the parking spaces, and a confused looking Harlow standing by the door, her hair pulled together on top of her head in a fluffy brown poof and a frown on her face.

      To the left of Harlow, in the window of what I assumed was a first-floor apartment, stood a grim-faced man with a steel grey crew cut, wearing a dingy white t-shirt and a pair of khaki pants. I bet, if he were to come outside, I would see a pair of black dress socks and slippers on his feet. He looked like a typical grandpa type of guy—except for the scowl. I locked eyes with him as I walked up to the building, bouquet of flowers in my hand, and I gave a little wave with my empty hand. He didn’t acknowledge me, so I kept on walking.

      “Gabe, I didn’t order these things! They are bringing in a new bed and everything,” Harlow was yelling into the phone. I was surprised to hear her addressing who I could only assume was her boss, in such a manner. She was visibly frustrated. Movers with blue uniforms were carrying in boxes from the truck, and men with the furniture store logo on their bright yellow shirts were bringing in a mattress and box springs. They moved around Harlow like she wasn’t even there—probably scared they were going to get yelled at too.

      “What do you mean it's not your fault, Dino did it? He’s too big for a toddler bed, Gabe, and I know it’s cool because it’s shaped like a racecar and everything, but he is just going to crawl in bed with me, like he has done every night, so it’s a huge waste of his money, which I can’t figure out why he's spending it anyway!” I smiled as I got closer and stood in front of her. She was mad, and it was adorable. Her cute mouth pulled into a pout and her cheeks puffed out with air. I kind of wanted to reach out with a finger and poke one, but I also didn’t want to be on the receiving end of her yelling, so I walked past her and up the stairs to see what JJ was up to.

      Inside was just as chaotic as outside. There were boxes stacked in rows against the walls and there were guys with yellow shirts inside as well. One was in the back room putting together a bed frame and two were setting end tables next to what looked like a brand-new sofa that sat against the wall next to the door. I could tell it was new because it still had plastic wrapped around the wooden feet on the bottom.

      Well done Gabe. Pissed her off, but she should know better about Gabe by now. And if she didn’t, she’d learn. He always gets his way.

      Sitting on the sofa, giving JJ her most rapt attention as he sat cross-legged on the floor, was Gerta. Her grey hair perfectly permed, and a coral twinset made her seem like a Spring flower in the otherwise craziness of the room. On the floor, scattered all around him, were little toy cars of all sizes, and he was picking each one up in his hand and showing Gerta—explaining in detail how he came by every single one. He hadn’t seen me yet so I took a moment to watch him interact with the older lady I knew lived downstairs. It didn’t look like he was having any trouble acclimating at all.

      “—and this corbette is the one my Mama gave me for going number two on the potty the first time. And this motorcycle Mr. Creaton next door gave me for not askin’ him any more questions and winning at the quiet game.”

      Gerta laughed softly and asked, “Oh? What’s the quiet game? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it.”

      “The quiet game is where you see who can go the longest without talking. Mr. Creaton was watching me while Mama had to work at the resternaut and I was asking lots of questions. He said if I could be quiet for five whole minutes he would give me a toy. It was hard, Ms. Gerta, but I won the game. Do you like my motorcycle?”

      Gerta’s eyes lit up and her smile took ten years off her face. “I do, I like it a lot. Did you know I used to have a motorcycle?” The twinkle in her eye made me think she might have been joking, but I had seen the sleeve tattoo that she normally kept covered under those bright colored cardigans, so I guess anything was possible.

      “You did not!” JJ giggled, leaning back on his elbows and wiggling his legs with mirth.

      “I did too. It was shiny and purple, and had a sidecar on it that I used to make my boyfriends ride in.”

      JJ’s laughter was full blown now, and he clutched his tummy as he rolled on the floor. “You’re fibbing, Ms. Gerta, you’re fibbing, I know.”

      “Okay, maybe just a little. I didn’t make my boyfriends ride in the sidecar. But my big dog Joe sure loved those rides! He even had his own little helmet and everything.”

      JJ laughed again, but suddenly his face sobered up, and he said to Gerta sort of sadly, “I wish I could have a dog, but Mom says we don’t have the room or the money.”

      “Dogs are a lot of responsibility, Buddy,” I said, making my presence known. “But I bet someday, when you have a house with a yard and a place to walk one every day, you might be able to change her mind. You would have to show her that you are a responsible boy though. You can do that by always doing what you’re told and help out with chores when she asks. And sometimes when she doesn’t ask,” I amended. Remembering my mom loved when I did things without being told.

      “Mr. Jesse!” JJ yelled and launched himself off the floor to attack my legs in as big a bear hug as he could manage. I felt that hug all the way down to my soul, it was amazing what the arms of a four-year-old could do to ease your troubles. I picked him up under the armpits and swung him in the air, grinning as he whooped and hollered, no concern for the other tenants in the building.

      “Maybe we should use our inside voices, JJ,” I said, cutting a glance over to where Gerta sat, watching us with a smile on her face.

      “It’s just Jolene, Gary and I here anymore lately, Jesse. And Gary is deaf as a doornail.” Gary must have been the grumpy old man in the downstairs window.

      “How’re you doing, Gerta? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you and Jolene down at Nasta’s. Where is Jolene anyway?  You guys are usually together.” I didn’t think I’d ever seen them apart from each other, actually.

      Gerta smiled wickedly.

      "Doctor told her she has diabetes, you know." I didn't know, and I certainly didn't see it as anything to smile about.

      "It's not so bad right now, she's borderline, but Doc Angelo told her she has to cut her margaritas way down if she wants to live another ten years. Made her so mad she swore off of them completely. Says she's gonna outlive Doc Angelo." Gerta hid her laughter behind her hand even though her shoulders were shaking and I could hear her giggles. "Doc Angelo is thirty-seven years old!"

      "So, is she sulking in her apartment or something?" She still hadn't answered the question about where Jolene was.

      "No, she's cooking. When she is stressed out she cooks so she's finishing up the lasagna she's making and a bunch of freezer meals to welcome our new neighbors. They're going to need a deep freeze to hold it all I swear. She's so excited to have a young family in the building you know."

      I wondered what Harlow's first impression of Jolene was. The diminutive dark-haired landlord was in her early seventies and rarely without a margarita glass in her hand. She was a fixture in the community and a wonderful soul. She wasn't without her quirks though.

      Harlow came through the door with her phone in her hand and a disgruntled look on her face. She smiled when she saw me standing in the small living room, and I realized I was still holding JJ. Setting him back on his feet, I turned to Harlow, and as JJ ran back over to continue instructing Gerta in the car business, I gave Harlow a tiny wave.

      "Hey."

      "Hi," she absentmindedly patted her crazy hair and smoothed down the open flannel she wore over a plain black tank top and faded blue jeans.

      "Gabe overwhelming you I take it?" I was referencing the phone call, and the clearly crammed apartment full of boxes and new furniture still in the process of being put together.

      "They all are, actually," Harlow said, exasperated before laughter bubbled out of her throat. "Angel told me the apartment was furnished, right? But apparently furnished meant they were furnishing it with all new everything. If I would have known that I would have just kept our old stuff. Apparently, Dino and Gabe are competing to see who can get the coolest little boy décor, but they failed to remember it's a one-bedroom apartment. There isn't anywhere to put all this stuff." Harlow sighed and ran her fingers through the top of her hair, getting stuck in the bun and accidentally pulling several strands free. The movement was familiar as I had watched her do it several times before on another occasion. I liked that I was getting to know her well enough to remember her quirks.

      "I mean I get that they are really nice people. I do. But why are they so nice to me? I haven't done anything to deserve this kindness. I'm not used to it."

      She looked like she needed a hug. I wanted to give her one too, but before I could move and most likely embarrass myself I heard a feminine shout through the open apartment door from down the stairwell.

      "Jesse!" It was Jolene. I would know that yell anywhere.

      "Jesse!" She yelled again. "I know you're up there, I saw you come in. Come down here and help an old woman out. I need you to carry something." I raised my eyebrows at Harlow, who just shook her head, probably trying to figure out if I knew everyone in the city. I didn't, but it was close. Turns out, Jolene's "something" was six casserole dishes of various foods along with chocolate chip cookies and a peanut butter pie. Gerta had not been kidding, Jolene had been on a welcome wagon cooking mission. She loaded up my arms until the dishes came to my chin and sauntered ahead of me up the stairs with nothing in her arms but a plastic grocery bag with a few loaves of fresh bread.

      Wily old woman.

      "Jesse let me help you—oh you are carrying too much!" Harlow rushed to pull the top two glass containers with lids from my aching arms, while Jolene grumbled.

      "Nonsense, Harlow. It's the job of strong young men to help their elders." As Jolene spoke she turned her face to the living room, one eyebrow arched high. JJ, who had been paying attention to her since we'd come back into the apartment, scrambled to his feet and ran to Jolene, arms stretched wide.

      "I'm a strong young men, Miss Jolene. I can help." Jolene smiled and ceremoniously handed him her grocery bag of bread like it was a thirty-pound bag of bricks and he had just eased her of a heavy burden. Beaming, JJ took the bag and put it up on the kitchen counter that took up one side of the small apartment. Chest puffed out and happy he helped, he had no idea he'd just been had by Jolene. I made eye contact with Harlow, but she just smiled, clearly amused by Jolene's antics. I took it they had already become acquainted.

      "Sorry, Jesse, it's crazier than I thought it would be today," Harlow apologized as she looked around the apartment. “And I’ve gotten two hang-up calls this morning. Normally I don’t answer restricted numbers but with all the delivery people running around I don’t want to miss something important.” She got her hand stuck in her hair again and this time just pulled the band out completely until her hair fell down her back in a dark cloud. “If you called the wrong number you should just say so and be done with it. Hanging up is so rude.” The delivery guys were finished with their furniture assembly and were filing out of the apartment—none of them making eye contact with Harlow. She must have really been making a fuss about the delivery; they all looked like they were afraid they would get yelled at if they stopped on their way out the door. The movers were still bringing the last of the boxes in though, and Harlow looked exhausted.

      "Hey, it's fine," I assured her. "I just came to see how things were going and see if you needed help. Looks like Gerta and Jolene have JJ occupied though," I said mournfully. Jolene had taken a seat next to Gerta on the new couch and had pulled her glasses out of her pocket—the better to see JJ's toy car demonstrations I imagined.

      "I'm just going to have my hands full for the rest of the day unpacking this stuff. It's not a lot, honestly, but I won't be able to rest comfortably until I have everything put away. That's just how I am." Harlow rubbed her eyes tiredly. I wished there was something I could do to get her to relax, but then I remembered what I had wanted to ask her when I was on my way over.

      "So, Sundays the bar is closed, and I have the day off," I began, hoping the two old ladies were too entertained by JJ to be paying attention to our conversation. "And I wondered, if you wanted to take a break, I could cook a late lunch at my house and you can have a little bit of time to relax where you don't have to do anything. Cook, clean, entertain." She was just looking at me with her mouth half open like she wasn’t processing what I was saying. "I won't even make you do the dishes," I said lamely, wondering why she wasn't saying anything, just staring at me like she didn't quite hear what I said.

      "The man's saying he wants to cook for you," Jolene said loudly from across the room, and I closed my eyes and groaned. I should have known better. Jolene was always listening.

      "We don't have to if you don't want to," I amended. "I can take you out somewhere. Wherever you want to go. I just wanted to see you again and thought you might want to slow your pace down a little bit. It's just an idea."

      A beautiful blush stained her cheeks and she swiped the hair stragglers out of her eyes and tucked them behind one ear. She mumbled something and tipped her chin a little bit. I didn't catch what she said so I took a step closer.

      "What? I didn't hear you."

      "No one's ever offered to cook for me before."

      "You've got to be kidding me," I said in disbelief. That was a crying shame.

      "No. Actually, between you and Jolene I think that's the most anyone has ever offered to feed me in my life. I can't think of a time where a man has offered to actually make me food. JJ too?" she asked the question as if she thought I was excluding him. I knew better than that.

      "Of course, JJ too. You guys are a package deal, aren't you?" She smiled, a real smile, and even though there was a smudge of dirt under one eye and across the bridge of her nose from moving, she looked so beautiful to me.

      "Actually," Jolene interrupted again. Goddam that nosy old woman. Holy shit, I was trying to make a date here.

      "Jacob Scott that lives a few streets over is having a birthday party for his five-year-old, Kenny, tomorrow. I used to babysit him during the summer before he started kindergarten so I'm close to the family and they asked Gerta and me to come." Jolene turned a sly eye to Harlow and I as she asked, "Do you think JJ would want to go to that? It would be an opportunity to make a new friend in the neighborhood." JJ had become still as a statue, holding his breath, waiting for Harlow to respond. I could tell by how wide his eyes were that he was very much interested in this birthday party.

      I thought back in my head for a minute. That name sounded familiar. Then I remembered, "Jacob Scott has a kid? I went to high school with him, haven't seen him in about six or seven years though. He still lives over on this end of town then? I always got along with him, he was a good guy. His dad owned Whitehall’s, the grocery store chain, right?" I asked Jolene. I was pretty sure I was right, but she would know for a fact. If it was going down in this neighborhood—Jolene was on top of it.

      "Yep. Jacob actually took over the chain so his dad could retire. He's doing really well. His wife's a nice lady; they just had a baby girl last year. Kenny's a sweet boy, and I bet JJ would meet some neighborhood friends. I know we've just met, Harlow, but Jesse can vouch for us. I've known Jesse since he was a pimple-faced hormone. JJ is safe with us. Can he go?"

      "JJ's never been to a birthday party," Harlow whispered, her voice clogged with emotion. She was about one more nice gesture away from a breakdown. "He hasn't had any real friends either. It wasn't safe to play in our neighborhood."

      JJ swiveled his head around like an owl and gave his mom wide eyes, vibrating back and forth a little as he sat on his knees, waiting for his mom's final verdict.

      "I heard they're having a bounce house," Gerta slid in softly.

      It was the bounce house that sealed the deal.
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      Jesse lived in an honest to goodness, straight from the cover of a magazine, farmhouse. It wasn’t a massive lot, but it butted up next to the Glass City Country Club and the ridge of trees that hedged the property line separating the golf course from the suburban area around it made it looked huge. The house was two story, white with deep green shutters and an honest to God wraparound porch. There was even a wooden porch swing off to the side that had little red throw pillows on it.

      I didn’t take Jesse for a little throw pillow kind of guy.

      This was the address he’d given me though, and the GPS on my phone told me I was in the right place. I paused on the porch in front of the hunter green front door with the glass panels on each side and smoothed down the sides of my beige colored floral jumper. At least that’s what my mom always used to call it. These days I guess people call them jumpsuits. It was the girliest thing I owned, to be honest, I didn’t have a single dress in my closet. I probably could have gotten away with a pair of jeans and a t-shirt but somehow, having Jesse invite me over for a home cooked meal made me want to appear more feminine. I wanted to make the effort. Instead, I showed up wearing the same colors as the landscape and holy shit, please don’t notice I match your house, I thought to myself as he opened the door.

      The smell of something sugary and sweet hit my nose before anything else and before I could even think to say hello I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs with that heady, syrupy scent.

      “Dear God, what is that heavenly smell?”

      Jesse laughed and waved me inside. “Would you believe me if I said it was me?” His dark eyes twinkled, and I knew he was kidding.

      “You did smell like powdered sugar the last time I saw you so yeah, I would believe it,” I said without thinking, pretty much just putting it out there that I had sniffed him before.

      Don’t be such a weirdo.

      “Well, it’s not,” Jesse grinned, and his teeth flashed white behind the strawberry blonde of his beard. I wonder if there are dimples under that beard? I thought to myself. That smile makes me weak. I bet he’s got dimples. Dangerous.

      “It’s actually a dessert,” Jesse continued to talk as he led me through a short hallway, past a flight of stairs and into a country kitchen, complete with a long table and bench seating. Sitting smack in the middle of the table was the most beautiful peach pie I had ever seen, with a decoratively scrolled crust and large sugar crystals on top that reflected the light streaming in through the large bay window.

      “Jesse, why is this house so perfect? Are you a magician?” He smiled and started to laugh but I stopped him. “No, seriously. Why does this house look like something on the cover of Better Homes and Gardens? Why do you have a country kitchen complete with the most perfect peach pie I have ever seen in my life, hot damn I want to eat that—and your lawn looks like it was trimmed on a diagonal line and…” I trailed off trying to think of what else I was trying to say. “I bet you have a creek running through your backyard, don’t you? Tell me there’s a little stream running through there and you and your dog, Pal, go play in it on the weekends. How are you so perfect?”

      Oh, shit. I meant to say, “How is this house so perfect?” But that is not what came out.

      “Jesse, you manage a busy bar. How do you have time for this kind of upkeep?”

      I was in his arms and he was kissing me before I even registered it was happening. A slow pressing of his lips on mine, his tongue gently easing my mouth open. Not urgent, not searching, just a casual sweep of his tongue on the inside of my mouth before he sucked my lip gently into his mouth and let it go with a little pop.

      I forgot how to breathe.

      “Harlow, I’m not perfect. I grew up in this house, it was my mom and dad’s house. My mom passed away about two years ago and I came to help Dad with the bar. He has…some problems. He can’t bear to be in the house without her, it’s too painful he says, so I live here. Cleaning up after one person isn’t hard, although the house is made for a family. I don’t do the yard work,” Jesse grinned. “I know the landscaper for the country club next door. On mow days he comes through and does a sweep through my yard. I pay him, of course, but it hardly costs much because he’s already out here and he has the huge equipment. I do have a creek in my backyard, but I don’t have a dog, and if I did I sure as hell wouldn’t name him Pal. He’d have a kick-ass name like Duke, or Buck. And I’m not sorry that I just kissed you, because you came over to my house looking as sweet as one of the peaches I put in that pie, and you called me perfect.”

      Jesse put his hand under my chin again, and my eyes followed the line of his hand, up his beard, until I was staring directly into his laughing face. I was close enough to smell the sugar smell again, and underneath that, the hint of tobacco.

      He must have had a cigarette not too long ago.

      “Hey,” he said, coming in for another gentle peck on my lips, probably because I hadn’t said no, nor had I acted like it wasn’t welcome. “I like your face.”

      I like your face? Who says I like your face?

      “Oh yeah?” I said, pulling out of his arms and searching for something cool to say in response. Coming up empty-handed because his kiss had stolen my breath and my brains, I said, “Well, I like your pie.”

      There was that damn smile again, and his eyes crinkled up at the corners. I reached out with my thumbs and touched those creases, smoothing them with my thumbs. Laugh lines. Jesse was a good-natured man who laughed a lot. I always thought I was attracted to a great build, or a handsome face, or a bad boy attitude. And even though Jesse was an attractive man, for some reason, those laugh lines turned me on like nothing else.

      “Far be it from me to dissuade you from putting your hands on my body,” Jesse waggled his eyebrows and I snatched my hands away, flustered. “But I have a cheese sauce on the stove right now and unless you want baked mac n cheese with no cheese, I need to go give it a stir.”

      Oh God, I was going to get so fat and I couldn’t wait.

      “Mac and cheese is probably my favorite food group.”

      “Baked mac and cheese with bacon, actually. Because why wouldn’t you put all the good stuff in if you can?” He stirred in a massive pile of shredded cheddar into a pot of already melted butter, pouring in some heavy cream and whisking it all together.

      “With bacon? Take me now, you kitchen stud you.” I’d meant it as a joke, I swear. But my voice had gone husky and low for some reason, and even though he had his back to me at the moment I could tell by his body language that my words did something to him. He froze, whisk in hand, his navy-blue shirt pulled tight against his shoulders.

      “Woman,” he growled. Something about that word, woman, sent shock waves through my body, starting in my chest and moving down to my toes. “You’d better be careful of your words or you’re going to find yourself flat on your back. I’ll feast on you for lunch, and then where will you be?”

      I took a couple of steps forward until I was standing directly behind him, and shocked by my own wanton actions, ran my finger from the small of his back, directly up the center and to his shoulder blades, smiling at the tremor that ran through his muscles. “Probably exhausted and happy.”

      What in the hell had come over me? I wasn’t like this, I didn’t do this. I didn’t go on dates, and I definitely didn’t proposition men after only meeting them a few times. What was wrong with me?

      The whisk hit the top of the white ceramic stove top with a clatter, and Jesse turned around with such speed that I didn’t have time to back up before he had his hands on both of my arms—firm, but not bruising. Walking me backward until I felt the smooth wood of the bench behind my legs and with a little push, I sat down at the kitchen table. Jesse’s eyes were blazing heat as he dipped his head and kissed me, fast and hard on the mouth.

      “You. Sit,” he growled through gritted teeth. “I’m trying to be good I swear to God, but you are making it extremely hard, Harlow. I’m trying to be a gentleman and take things slow with you, but here you come walking into my home looking like food. I’m fucking hungry, Harlow. So you. Sit. Do not move.”

      I did not move.

      I barely breathed as Jesse went back to the stove, picked up his whisk and stirred the cheese sauce. So that’s what happens when you poke the bear? I could still feel his hands on my arms and his punishing lips on mine. He’d been rough—but a good kind of rough. My skin had erupted into gooseflesh and I couldn't help but remember the primal way he'd spoken to me.

      Woman.

      It had been so long since I'd actually felt like one. Since I'd been free to entertain the thought. Things were going so well for JJ and me, I was almost giddy with joy. I was free, wild, and daring. I wanted to poke him again. I wanted to see, in this brief few hours of time that I had, just how much willpower that good-natured man with the laughing eyes had.

      Jesse finished making the cheese sauce and poured it over an already strained pot of macaroni noodles on the stove. He's been busy preparing already, I thought to myself. And I smiled, thinking about the care he put into just making a meal for us to share. He acted like it was no big deal, but he was really putting in an effort.

      The entire mess of noodles and cheese went into a square baking pan, and he topped it all off with breadcrumbs and a few dollops of butter on top. That was some hardcore mac n cheese he was making. The casserole dish went into the oven and the door shut with a bang. Jesse flung the oven mitts that were on his hands onto the side cart next to the stove and set the microwave timer for forty-five minutes. Frowning, he marched up to the table where I sat and grabbed my hand. "Come here," he said flatly and pulled gently, raising my butt from the bench and giving me no option but to get up and follow him from the room.

      He took me into the next room, which happened to be a beautiful sitting room looking out into a wooded backyard, complete with—yes—a small creek running through it. A large flat screen television hung over the fireplace and a brown leather couch and recliner faced both. He led me to the couch, and after I sat down, he sank into the cushions next to me and sighed heavily.

      "I'm finished putting lunch in the oven now, you may pet me as much as you want to."

      Swallowing the giggles that threatened to escape, I put on as serious a face as I could muster and asked, "But what if I don't want to pet you anymore?"

      His eyes widened, but to his credit, other than his nostrils flaring a bit Jesse made no indication that my words shocked him in any way. He produced a remote control from the small table in front of him. "Then shall we watch a little tv while the food cooks? I did some research on what kind of shows you might like." Jesse smiled and I could see the mischief in his eyes, "I've got Sesame Street, Paw Patrol, and Umie Zumie. I could probably find some Teletubbies if that's more your spee-"

      He didn't get to finish his sentence because I launched myself at him, straddling his lap and grabbing him by the face so I could attack his mouth with mine. He was playing with me, I knew it, and riding that wave of playfulness I gave in to the urge that I'd had since he kissed me the first time and pressed my body firmly against his in an effort to come as close to him as I possibly could while still fully clothed. I caught him by surprise, and I swallowed his moan, reveling in the delicious feelings it caused other places in my body.

      Jesse had made it clear that he wanted me. That he was trying to be good. I was only letting him know that he didn't have to try so very hard anymore. Good was okay. Now was time for bad.

      I wanted it.

      I needed it.

      I craved it.

      After a moment's hesitation, Jesse's iron control broke and his hands gripped my hips, his mouth responding hungrily to mine. His tongue pushed past my lips with no resistance whatsoever, and I let mine tangle with his, giving as much as I took. His hands moved up from my hips and around to grab my ass, his fingers digging into the flesh, pushing me down against his already prominent erection. It felt so good, that connection of our bodies, that I shifted slightly, dying for that little bit of friction to ease the building pressure inside me.

      Jesse's beard scraped the delicate skin of my neck, and I moaned as I moved against him, delighting in that abrasive feeling. The hands on my rear moved higher, to my waist, fingers digging at the cloth of my pantsuit and not finding a space to lift up and slide under. After several seconds of trying and a few grunts, he finally broke free and frowned at me.

      "What is this prison you are wearing?" The grumpy look on his face made me smile.

      "It's a jumpsuit—it's all one piece."

      "That sounds painful, you should get rid of it. Here, let me help you...how do you even get out of this thing?"

      I took pity on him in his moment of despair and reaching around to the halter around my neck I unsnapped the button on the top, then slid the zipper in the back down a few inches. The straps fell down and Jesse immediately grabbed them and pulled them all the way down to my waist. He couldn't go any further because I was still straddling his lap, but I have no doubt he would have stripped it straight to the floor had he been able.

      A low noise rattled around in his throat and Jesse's eyes zeroed in on my chest. For a minute I was uncertain. What would he think of my naked body? I wasn't curvy like Angel, or athletic like Jeanette. I was just kind of...straight up and down.

      "You're not wearing a bra," he rasped, thumbs resting on my ribcage under the gentle swell of my—smaller than I would have liked—chest.

      Embarrassed, I tried to cover my chest with my arms, but Jesse wouldn't let me. He wouldn't let anything impeded his view. "No bra," he murmured again.

      "Well, I don't really need to wear one. There's not much to hold up." Talking about my small chest made me feel miserable. My boobs had been normal before I got pregnant, then they swelled to abnormal proportions, then when I stopped nursing JJ they disappeared completely. I got jyped.

      Jesse's finally broke the staring contest he was having with my areolas and swung his gaze up to meet mine. "You go out like this all the time?"

      "What do you mean? Not wearing a bra? Yeah, most days I just wear a cami or something. It's no big deal."

      His thumbs massaged the underside of my breasts, moving slowly up the front. I leaned into his touch without meaning to. I couldn't help it, my body was reacting on its own, even as I argued with myself over my own insecurities.

      "So, every time I've seen you, even after your interview, all this time your tits have just been free – nothing holding them down?"

      "Yes, I told you I—" My words died on a gasp as Jesse dipped his head and sucked an entire breast into his mouth. Closing my eyes, I fisted my hands in his hair and held on for dear life as he used his tongue to drive me crazy, all while his lips were still sealed to my skin.

      "Jesus Christ."

      "Harlow, you've been keeping secrets," Jesse said as he finally freed me from the moist heat of his mouth, and I almost cried at the loss. He wasn’t done though, just taking a breath so he could give the other breast the same attention as the first. His fingers dug into the small of my back, pressing me down, guiding me to that sweet spot where he pushed against me in the most delicate of areas. His teeth grazed a nipple gently and I jerked my hips against him in response.

      “God, Harlow, you feel so good. I probably should stop though, before I go too far. I don’t want to do that with you. I mean, I absolutely do want to do this with you—but I want you to respect me in the morning if you know what I mean.” I ground my clit against his denim covered cock in response, and even though we were separated by several layers of clothes he still shuddered beneath me.

      “Fuck, I feel like a horny teenager right now, completely out of control,” Jesse breathed the words into the skin of my neck. “You’ve got to stop moving or I’m going to come in my jeans like a first timer.” He chuckled at the joke and nipped me playfully. He was kidding—I was not.

      “Jesse,” I pressed on him again, widening my stance and letting my knees slide open so I came down even more fully on his lap. “I haven’t had an orgasm in almost five years—not even on my own. I’m pretty sure I’ve reverted to being a first timer from lack of practice.” I put my hand between our laps and cupped his swollen cock through his jeans as he jerked and gasped in response. “So please don’t stop because of some moral obligation. Fuck me and I swear I’ll still talk to you tomorrow.”

      What whore words were coming out of my mouth? I mean I meant them but still.

      Growling, Jesse moved one of his hands to my hip, and pushed, grinding my pussy on his cock so hard I saw stars for a moment. The delicious friction felt so good I threw my head back and putting my hands on his chest, I rode him, keeping tempo with him as he moved his hips up to meet mine. This was what we were doing? I was so far gone I didn’t care. Nothing mattered to me at that moment more than feeling the hard length of his cock bumping against my swollen clit, even through several layers of clothes. He stayed with me, even as my breath started coming faster; until words were no longer possible and I was just making mewling noises like an animal. I was so close, so close to cresting that hill, and Jesse must have known because suddenly, and without warning, he fisted his hands in my long hair and pulled back, sharply. I gasped. There was a little pain but mostly surprise. There wasn’t time to react though, as he yanked my head back, exposing my neck, and pulling me down on his cock one last time, he bit me, hard on the neck, sucking the skin into his mouth and not letting go.

      The resulting orgasm was explosive. So much so that the sound of my cries completely drowned out the microwave timer signaling the mac n cheese was done.

      Afterward, when I finally had the strength to move from where I had collapsed on his chest, I asked breathlessly, “What about you? Let me take care of you.” I moved my hands to his zipper, but he stopped me, a slow smile spreading on his face.

      “While watching you come apart on my lap was pretty damn spectacular, I’m not so geeked about the method.” He laughed and kissed me, long and deep. “I’m saving myself for when we have more time. And for when I can get you completely naked.” He got up from the couch and stretched, extending his hand to help me up as well. “I want to taste you from the bottom to the top—and then back again. We don’t have time for that today, and I don’t like to be rushed.”

      It wasn’t until I had cleaned up and met him back in the kitchen that I saw the frown on his face. Thinking he was upset about what we had done on the couch, but being confused about it, I asked him what was wrong.

      “Bacon,” he grumped uncharacteristically.

      “What?”

      “I was too busy thinking about how bad I wanted to kiss you stupid and I forgot to put bacon in the mac n cheese.”

      I started laughing, but he didn’t join me. He really was upset that he had forgotten the bacon, and to him, it had ruined the lunch he had planned for me.

      “Jesse, next time I won’t let you forget the bacon, okay?”

      “Next time I’m going to fuck you senseless, and you won’t be in a position to remind me about anything.”

      Oh damn.
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      As much as I wanted to think of nothing but Harlow, the little sounds she made when I was touching her, and the way she fit against me perfectly—I couldn't. I couldn't think about much but the stack of invoices sitting on the desk in my office. The ones that hadn't been paid. The ones past due. The statements that said we were going to be a do not sell if they didn't start seeing some money come through pretty damn quick. And those were the patient vendors.

      Damn it, Dad.

      The good mood I'd been floating through for the last day and a half was dissipating, and that pissed me off. I wanted to hang on to it with both hands, maybe wear it like a sweater. Instead, I had to deal with my dad and his bullshit—not taking care of things he was supposed to be responsible for—ways. He was up early, at least for him, today too, normally he didn't wake up until the crack of noon, but here it was, ten in the morning and I could hear him rustling around the corner—probably getting ready to head over to Holly's Café a few streets over so he could get some food. My old man hadn't cooked himself his own meal in so long, I couldn't even remember.

      "Hey, Dad—can you come in here?" I yelled through the open office door. I heard a zipper slide shut and then I heard the sound of him stumbling into a bar stool and smashing his foot against the metal legs.

      "God—fucking—dammit!  Shit. Yeah, Gimme a second." It wasn't a good sign if he was bobbing and weaving already this morning. Hopefully, he wasn't still drunk from the night before, although I hadn't come to the bar and preferred to stay at home, relishing in the fact that my relationship with Harlow was progressing and she hadn't thought I was being too handsy with her. Maybe the next time she came over she could bring JJ with her, and we could go exploring in the creek. It wasn't big or dangerous or anything, but I bet there were exciting things for a four-year-old to find. It was cold but nothing had frozen over yet. I'd get him good and muddy and send him back to his mom.

      I was still laughing over the mental image when my old man popped his grizzled head into the office, and my laughter died in my throat. "What'd you need? I was on my way to breakfast."

      "This is gonna take a minute, Dad, I need to talk to you. Can you at least sit down?" I waved to the chair in front of my desk and he rolled his eyes at me as he sat down, his jacket making a suspicious clinking noise as his body slid into the chair and brushed against the wooden armrest. I acted like I hadn't heard a thing—for the moment.

      "Dad," I said, pushing the stack of unpaid invoices towards the end of the desk in front of him. "Want to tell me what's going on with these?"

      "First of all, don't talk to me like I'm an infant, Jesse. I own this bar, and I pay what I can pay. Don't talk to me like I'm a kid that's been misbehaving."

      "Then stop acting like one," I muttered under my breath. "I'm not talking down to you, Dad, but the bills aren't getting paid. I worked something out with Alex to get liquor last week, but we are getting put on the do not sell list with a lot of our vendors. I used my damn credit card – you gonna pay me back for that?"

      "I didn't ask you to do shit. If Alex wasn't going to sell to you, you should have just called another distributor—he's not the only game around." Dad stood up, his eyes bloodshot and his grey hair standing on end.

      "Alex has been doing this family and this bar favors for the last ten years, and you want to fuck him over because you are pissing away the money? What is this place to you? What are your relationships to you? That's not how things work, and PS, you've already burned those bridges with the other game in town, so you tell me, Dad, who else would you have liked me to call?" I stood as well and slammed my hands on the desk in frustration. I didn't want to do this. I didn't want to fight with my dad but fuck, he never listened. It always got turned around on me. I closed my eyes and waited for the inevitable guilt trip to come.

      “Don’t take that tone with me, boy, I didn’t raise you to take that tone with your elders—especially not your father. Don’t forget who’s in charge here—I didn’t ask you to be here.” His face was mutinous, his eyes red and angry. The subtle stench of alcohol sweats filtered across the desk and the hair's width grasp I had on my patience snapped.

      “You’re right, Dad,” I said, my tone deadly serious. “You didn’t ask me to come home when Mom passed. You fucking begged me to do it. You stopped paying bills, you stopped taking care of anything. You couldn’t take care of yourself much less this business, so don’t come at me like you have everything under control. I quit the job that I had worked my ass of for years to get. I ignored all those years of school to come lift you out of the gutter. That was two damn years ago and nothing’s changed. Nothing! And don’t tell me how to talk to you, Dad, I know my manners. But don’t stand there and act like you have been some kind of a good example for me. You may have helped raise me, but neither you nor Mom taught me how to take care of a parent who’s acting like a child.” I slammed my hand down again, just because it felt good, the wood of the desk solid and stinging beneath my palm.

      “You can leave at any time, Boy. This is my place and I’ll run it how I please, including into the damn ground if that’s what happens. But I won’t stand here and be disrespected by my own blood. I won’t. I think you’ve been spending too much time with that little gold digger. You never acted like this before she came around.” My old man turned to leave but I wasn’t going to let him go without telling him exactly how I felt. Exactly how I saw things through my eyes.

      And right now—I saw red.

      “If you fucking walk out that door right now I will close this bar down and walk away. I will not look back and you can handle the entire shit show by yourself. Your employees will quit, you won’t be able to stay open and you will drown in bankruptcy. I have fucking had it. Do not test me. And make that the last time you say a single shit word about Harlow. She is a shining fucking example of someone who’s been handed a shit stick and done her best with it. She takes nothing and stretches it to take care of her son, who happens to be a very smart, polite little boy. She has shown me, in just a couple of weeks, what a struggling parent is. The decisions and the sacrifices they have to make for the good of their children. I watched Mom do it my whole life, but it didn’t really make sense to me until I saw it from the outside. Harlow is an angel, and if you crawled out from under your perpetual hangover and pulled your head out of your ass, you would see that too. She doesn’t deserve your anger, especially when you’re just angry at yourself.”

      Dad held my gaze for a few seconds and turned towards the door again, saying nothing.

      “I am not done talking to you so don’t you fucking move. I want to ask you a question and I want an honest answer. If you can give me that then I’ll sit down and try to figure this latest mess out,” I grabbed the crumpled stack of past due notices and shook the papers roughly. “And you can go on with your breakfast and keep not giving a shit about it. But answer me this—what do you care about? What’s important to you? Is it the bar? Do you even care about me, your son? Or do you care about anything anymore? What is important to you? Because I can’t figure it out. You’ve taught me my whole life that blood—that family— is the most important thing. But all you are showing me, is you don’t care about anything at all. And you’re leaning on me so hard, Dad, that I don’t think I’m strong enough to hold us both up.” My voice cracked on my sentence and I swallowed roughly. “I’m gonna break, Dad. I can’t do this anymore. I feel like I'm just working my hands to the bone while you do your best to try to die.”

      I thought for sure he would storm out of the room then. His eyebrows pulled so close together as he frowned they were touching each other. Dark furry caterpillars that were so thick and mottled with gray they obscured his eyes. His face was puffed out and red, from the alcohol or the impending outburst he was brewing I didn’t know, but I wasn’t prepared.

      I could handle anger. I could handle him yelling and barging out because that’s what he’d always done. I was even prepared for the guilt trip because that was his MO. What I was not prepared for, and what ultimately was my undoing, was the shaky breath as he sat back down in the chair and dropped his head in his hands. I was not prepared for the sob that wracked his chest or the raspy words, whispered in desperation as he peered at the floor through his fingers.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      My father had never apologized to me for anything in my life, especially not for anything that had happened in the last two years, where he had spent every waking hour acting like the entire world owed him a favor for existing. I almost thought I was hearing things. Then he spoke again.

      “I don’t want to be like this, Jesse. I hate it.”

      I didn’t interrupt him, just sat in my chair, holding my breath, waiting to see what else would come from this bizarre behavior I had never before witnessed. Was it a breakthrough? I didn’t know.

      He was crying pretty hard now, his face still buried in his hands, tears dripping through his fingers and falling soundlessly into the office carpet. His back was hunched over and his shoulders shaking, who was this broken man?

      “I miss your mom so much, Jess, I can’t stand it. It hurts so bad some days I feel like I’m going to die from it. It hurts from the inside out, like my skin is going to split open and my bones are going to break. I can feel my heart cracking into pieces and I can’t make it stop. It hurts, boy. It hurts.”

      Yeah, it hurts. I sat there and listened to my father, the man who had taught me how to drive my car, change my oil and talk to girls, describe the very feelings I had felt when I first heard that Mom had passed. I watched the man whose shoulders had seemed so broad and strong when I was younger, shrivel in front of my eyes. I watched my dad disappear inside of himself as he broke apart completely in that chair in front of me—and part of me broke with him.

      "I know I've got a problem, boy, and I don't know what to do. I don't even like the taste of whiskey, Jesse, and the smell of it even makes me sick sometimes. But even just being awake just hurts so much that I need something to take the pain away. I don't drink because I like it. But I'll do anything some days just to make it stop."

      "Make what stop, Dad?" I asked, fearing the answer I already knew was churning around in my gut.

      Dad finally looked up then. Looked up from his hunched over position in the chair and focused his bleary, wet gaze on me like he was seeing me for the very first time. And my heart, which had already been squeezed near to deletion, plummeted like an elevator with a broken cable line as he said with all seriousness—

      "Everything."

      Time stood still as Dad and I just looked at each other in the wake of his admission. All of the years of being a functional—if binge drinking—alcoholic and this was the first time I had ever witnessed him admitting to having a problem. This was...something. This was huge. I knew that my next actions, my next words even, would be pivotal in how we moved forward from this. It was on my shoulders to lift him up or break him. I would do almost anything to help my dad get back to the man I remembered—way-way back when. But one thing I would not do was enable.

      "Is there nothing in your life that's worth making a change for?" I asked the question so quietly it rode its way out of my mouth on a puff of air. Time rewound, the invisible cogs of a clock spinning in reverse until I was no longer a man in his late twenties but a vulnerable young boy, waiting for his dad to notice him and validate his existence.

      "This bar is all I've got, Son. I don't know what to do. I want to be better, but I don't know how." His voice was as whisper-thin as mine, and his obvious misunderstanding of what I had meant stung, but I tried not to let it wound me.

      "No, Dad. This bar is a lead weight. I am your family. You have me. Not this bar. This bar is a place—I am your blood. And if this place is dragging you down and making you unable to help yourself, then I—your fucking family—will cut you away from it so you can be you again. You might want to give up on you, but I don't want to. I don't want to watch you do this to yourself anymore. It hurts me to watch you hurt you. Do you understand?"

      Dad leaned his head back against the wall, his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed and his chest rising as he filled his lungs with a shaky breath.

      "Jesse, I don't even know where to start."

      I stood and walked around the side of the desk until I was standing in front of his chair. I held my hand out, and he assumed I was holding it out to help him out of the chair but I put it palm up to stop him. "A good start would be handing me the Jack you have stashed in the inside pocket of your jacket," I said, and he nodded and reached into the side pocket for the glass bottle I had heard clinking earlier. "Then, we go in the kitchen and I'll make you something to eat. Then we make a game plan, okay? As long as you want to make the effort, I'm here, Dad."

      He gave me a watery smile and stood, ready to follow me out of the office. Taking the first steps to a new sense of self-improvement. "You know, your Mom made the best eggs."

      I didn't stop walking, just threw my words over my shoulder. "I know. She taught me how to make them. I miss her too."
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      "Are you sure we've never met before?" I asked Dino for probably the third or fourth time since we’d been working together. I was pretty sure I would remember him if I had, but damn his face looked familiar.

      "'Fraid not, Low," he mumbled as he sat on the corner of my shiny new desk in our very modern and clean looking home base. The whole building still needed a lot of work, but the front offices were done, and the last month and a half of work we had put in had really paid off. My office, or as I called it, the command center, was practically perfect. Or it would be if Dino would quit sitting on my brand-new desk and scuffing it up with his butt.

      "Maybe he met you when he was using one of his other personalities," Jeanette said between the window that separated our offices. The window could be closed and the shade pulled if we needed privacy, but it was nice to have it open to keep the conversation going when it was just us two in the building. It made us both more comfortable, plus it was cool. I'd heard all about Dino's job as a Fed. Man, that guy was something else, living all over the country, pretending to be someone else all the time so he could do his real job—gathering intel.

      Dino was a spy at one point in time, and apparently a really good one. But something happened when he met Jeanette, and he gave that life up for good. The whole thing had lit a fire under Gabe though, who'd been a war veteran turned mercenary before he took over the family finance business after the death of his father. He always wanted to go back to the field and the deal that went down with Dino and Jeanette just sealed the deal. They'd told me what all happened, but I still had a hard time keeping it straight and I had only gotten the cliff's notes. What I did retain from the story, was that Jeanette was a supreme badass that I would never, EVER, mess with.

      She was also teaching me some sweet self-defense moves a couple of times a week at the office when we had downtime. Jeanette was a bad bitch but in the best kind of way. Not that we had a lot of "down time" in our office. Gabe had a backlist of clients just waiting for him to get his shit together, so we were working double time on getting out equipment operational. It was awesome working with Gabe on tech. He listened to my ideas and took them into consideration. He was no dummy, and I was learning so much from him—from everyone really. For the first time in a long time, I was feeling content—like I actually had a place here. A long-term place.

      I swatted Dino's denim-clad backside with a file folder full of recent tech purchase receipts and shooed him off the end of my desk. “I can't think of any time I would be in the presence of an undercover Feeb unless you count the time my baby daddy shot a guy in our front yard. And then they wouldn't need to be undercover cuz the deed was already done. Everyone I met after that wore a specific uniform." My words were flippant but that was okay. Everyone here understood how serious my situation was, but it was still light reading compared to what everyone else had to deal with in their past.

      "Please, ladies," Dino said, in that smooth way that never failed to get under my skin and I could not put my finger on why. "If you'd met me when I was undercover you would remember, you just wouldn't know I was me. I, on the other hand, remember every face I've ever met. You're just crazy." And with that, he took my file of papers out of my hand and whopped me gently on the head with it before moving to sit in the chair in the sitting area of the room.

      "Do you have nothing to do right now, Dino?" I asked smartly. Gabe's list of clients wanting work was so long that he had actually taken on a couple of simple assignments himself and was out of town working on one currently. Angel was on a deadline of her own making and currently holed up at home until "this shit gets finished or I die," so it was just Jeanette, Dino and I holding down the fort.

      “I have things to do, don't you worry. Right now, I need you to help me with something—our new toys came in." He produced a padded envelope from God knows where because I hadn't seen it on him and he'd been in my office for fifteen minutes already.

      "Ooh, toys!" I heard Jeanette squeal and come blasting around the corner, skidding to a stop on the brand-new tile floor of my office, her wavy auburn hair floating behind her as she came to an abrupt halt. "Let me see it."

      “Easy, grabby hands," Dino laughed and pulled her into his lap, holding her there with one arm while he kept the envelope just out of her reach. Jeanette smiled, but I knew his arm wasn't really holding her anywhere. I had never seen Dino fight, and I had no doubt he was tough. But I had seen Jeanette do some shit when she was showing me how to fend off an attacker, and I would lay down a twenty that she would mess Dino up if she was mad enough.

      My suspicions were confirmed as Dino took an elbow to the ribcage, and coughing, released her. She grabbed the envelope out of his hands and tore it open, pulling out two smaller packages. "What are these? Watches? Boring." Losing interest almost immediately she put them on my desk. She sure as shit wasn't going to give them back to Dino, who just grinned and sat on the corner of my desk again, his butt wrinkling the corners of the papers I had sitting there.

      "God you are such a butthead," I mumbled and saving my papers from ultimate demise I moved them to the other side of the desk. The one without a booty on it. Picking up the contents of the envelope from where they had spilled all over I examined them closely. "Oh, hey guys, I've been waiting for these. But wait, weren't there supposed to be four of them? There's only two here." Frowning, I shook the envelope and a packing slip fell out, floating softly to land on the desk in front of me. Dino reached for it but I was quicker, and slapped my hand down on top of it before he could snatch it away. I don't know why we picked at each other like this, but I didn't always hate it. Sure, he got on my damn nerves a lot, but he was part of our team, our work family. He would definitely have my back if I needed it. Somehow, I just knew it.

      "Oh man, two are on backorder. They won't be coming for a couple of weeks. That kind of sucks, I wanted to play with them."

      "So let's play with them," Dino said, one eyebrow raised mischievously. "We have to make sure they work, right? Crack these babies open and let's see what they do."

      Dino and I each put a watch on while Jeanette made a face at us that showed exactly how big of nerds she thought we were when my phone rang. It was an unknown number, but that didn't mean much. I had JJ's new daycare programmed into my phone, but every room there had its own line so every time they called me for something it came up as something different. I learned to just answer the phone—I didn't want to miss a call if he had a fever or something. I always needed to be available to them. They were a fantastic daycare with a phenomenal preschool program. I know damn well Gabe had pulled some strings to get me in there, and I knew they wouldn't be calling me without a good reason.

      “Hello, this is Harlow Jones, can I help you?” I always answered the phone like that now, because if I just said “hello,” they would ask me if Ms. Jones was around. It was my cell phone, no one else was going to answer it, but they always asked so I just started answering this way. This call was a little different. It wasn’t dead air, I would have been able to tell if there was no connection. Sometimes people call from a number and hang up before you answer. Tech stuff. It could be twitchy. “Hello?” I tried again. Maybe whoever was on the other end of the line just couldn’t hear me. Still no dice. I thought I heard the sound of breathing, but I couldn’t be sure, and after a few seconds of no answer I hung up the phone. If it was important they would call back.

      “Who was that?” Dino asked, having no issue about prying into my business.

      I shrugged my shoulders and gave him a look. “No idea. Must not have been important. Been getting more and more of those lately.” The phone buzzed in my hand again, this time the ringtone for a text message. Only three people sent me text messages. One was on assignment out of state. One was trying like hell to meet a writing deadline, and as I looked at my phone—yep. The other one was Jesse.

      My face flushed a little as I thought about Jesse. I hadn’t had a chance to have anymore alone time since we were intimate, but I’d spent plenty of time with him and JJ. And that was okay too. JJ thought Jesse could do no wrong, and while I was old enough not to entertain such foolish thoughts I had to admit, I was falling head over heels. We’d even been spending a little time with his dad too, which at first was a little awkward, but I could tell he was trying. As someone who had been knocked down a time or two—I could recognize someone giving their best effort. Even though “Papa Ed,” as JJ had taken to calling him, didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things, I could tell he was trying to change himself. For Jesse. He knew that JJ’s dad wasn’t a part of his life, but I refrained from saying anything and asked Jesse, whom I had confided to, not to tell him either. That part of our lives was none of his business.

      Speaking of Jesse, I looked down at my phone.

      What are you doing Sunday night?

      I don’t know I’ll have to ask my boyfriend, I cheekily replied.

      You shouldn’t have to ask any man permission to do anything. That guy sounds like a real creep. You should ditch him and go on a date with me.

      My last “date” with Jesse had ended in some dry humping and pie. I wasn’t sure how he could top that, but I was willing to try.

      Is this a you and me date? Or is this a you, me ,and JJ makes three kind of date? I mean, I was excited about seeing Jesse period, but if he was asking me out alone then I would need to find a sitter.

      Hold on I’m going to call you.

      I picked the phone up on the first ring, very conscious of the two other people in the room who were acting like they couldn’t be less interested in my conversation. Although Dino was still sitting on the corner of my desk, so I pushed him off with my hand. Man, I wish he would quit doing that. I answered on the first ring.

      “Hey, Jesse.”

      “Hey, beautiful. So I have a question for you—do you like Italian food?” Do I like Italian food? Who the hell don’t?

      “Well, my mom said my Dad was Italian, and even though from what she said he was a complete turd, it would go against my roots to not like Italian food.” The good stuff anyway, not the shit shack I used to wait tables at.

      “Well, I happen to have an invitation to the grand re-opening of the best Italian place around. Real Italian. Like Nonna—straight from Italy helping cook your food—authentic. They make their pasta fresh everyday kind of good. They were closed for a bit for renovations, but Sunday they are having a private celebration. Nonna wanted to make sure I could be there and I told her I would bring a plus one. That is if you want to go with me.”

      “Is that the restaurant across from Nasta’s that’s been closed? I can’t remember the name of it, what was it called?” I heard Dino groan from where he had plopped back into the chair and Jeanette laughed at him. I focused on Jesse again.

      “Affini’s,” he said. “And I’m really excited to be there. Dino and Jeanette will probably be there, it’s his family restaurant. And since it’s right across from the bar my dad offered to watch JJ since Nasta’s is closed for business. Upstairs in the apartment,” Jesse added quickly. “Not in the bar. He said they could watch a movie while we were gone and he’d pop popcorn and let him pass out on the couch. We can just go across the street and pick him up after dinner. Is that okay?”

      He sounded so hopeful, and I knew he was. He’d told me about his dad’s problems, how he’d been coping since his wife passed away. I also saw him clean and sober the last few weeks and wanted to give Jesse this little bit of hope. They were just across the street. I could practically see the apartment above the bar from the restaurant. It wasn’t even a yard’s width away.

      “That sounds great, Jesse,” and it did. We would be with other people and not alone sure, but if things went well with his dad watching JJ we might be able to plan more nights out. And more alone time meant I might be able to get Jesse to put his hands on me again…

      “Excellent. I’ll see you Sunday. Might as well meet me at Nasta’s and we can go from there. The reception is at seven so meet at six thirty?”

      We ended the call after I agreed, and I looked up to see Dino with a long-suffering look on his face and Jeanette barely able to hold in her laughter. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what was so funny.

      “Why didn’t you ever mention your family owned a restaurant?” I asked, not that it was any big deal. “That’s pretty cool. I would be super fat if that was my family. Homemade pasta? Yes, please. Gnocchi and red sauce alllll day.” I rubbed my belly happily. “Well, looks like I’ll see you two Sunday night because I’ve got a date.”

      Jeanette smiled and got up to go back to her office. I suddenly had an alarming thought.

      “Oh shit, I don’t have anything to wear. Is this fancy? Do I need a dress? I don’t own any dresses. Crap. Crap on a crab cracker.” Jeanette laughed again.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that, I know someone who loves to help pick out dresses.”

      “Absolutely not,” Dino shouted from the chair, bounding to his feet to stand between Jeanette and me.

      “What is wrong with you Dino?” Jeanette asked, a sly smile on her face. “Angel lives for shit like this and you know it.”

      “I won’t have it,” Dino roared, confusing the hell out of me with his anger. “Don’t you dare let her pick out a dress for Harlow. I mean it. She’s busy with deadlines anyway. Don’t you do it, Jeanette…”

      “Last I checked you were not my daddy, Dino. To be honest, you’re being a little weird right now so I’m going to need you to calm your big square man boobies and ease off. I’m a big girl, and I need a dress. I’m pretty sure I can handle it on my own though.” Angel really was busy, I didn’t want to bug her.

      “If you need some help let me know, I’ll be glad to go shopping with you,” Jeanette whispered as she grabbed Dino’s arm and propelled him towards the door. I mouthed a thank you at her as they both left my office, Dino still grumbling something along the lines of, “You absolutely will not call Angel. Promise me.”

      I didn’t hear what Jeanette told him, they were already down the hall, and I had a little bit of work to take care of before I left to pick JJ up from preschool.
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      JJ couldn’t wait to get upstairs and hang with my dad as soon as he and Harlow showed up at Nasta’s. I helped him carry his little suitcase up the stairs—it was Disney Cars themed and weighed about fifteen pounds and clunked as it rolled up the stairs.

      “What do you have in here buddy?” I asked as I mocked heaving the container up the stairs. JJ giggled and ran past my legs, eager to get to the door first.

      “It’s all my cars. Papa Ed said he knows just about every car there is. I’m gonna see if that’s right. I got lots of cars Jesse.” JJ told me seriously. At some point, he’d dropped the mister in front of my name and that was all right with me. We were buddies, JJ and me. We didn’t need that formal talk. I stopped him when he had his hand on the doorknob.

      “Ah. What do we do before we go into someone’s house?” He’d been to my dad’s apartment before, and I knew he was just being impatient, but manners were manners and JJ was pretty good at listening to me.

      “Whoops, sorry.” And he knocked on the door.

      “Who is it? We don’t want any!” Came the loud grumbles from the other side of the door. JJ giggled, they’d also played this game before.

      “It’s me, Papa Ed, let me in. My mom is downstairs waiting for Jesse. I brought my cars, are you ready to play?” The door swung wide and there stood my dad, looking fresh, clean, and with a big dopey smile plastered on his face. My chest tightened a bit seeing the changes he’d made in just the last few weeks. I wasn’t stupid enough to think that everything was okay, but I was going to continue showing him that there were wonderful things in life—things to look forward to and live for. And if hanging with JJ made him feel young again then I would put the two of them together as much as I could. I didn't think there was a single soul around that didn't get a smile on their face when JJ was around. That kid was a balm for the soul.

      I met Harlow in the front of the empty bar, mostly because if she would have come upstairs with JJ it would have been a half hour of goodbyes before we finally got out the door. If he was with anyone else, JJ was good to go but for some reason, when it came to his mom, he got a little clingy. Probably because he was four. It was adorable most times but tonight I didn't just want us to be on time. I was hoping for even just a few minutes alone with Harlow before I had to share her with other people.

      And even now, as I looked at her in what was probably the first time I had ever seen her in a dress, I knew those few minutes wouldn't be enough. She looked so damn good it was distracting, and I got stuck on the third from the bottom step just staring at her, forgetting where I was supposed to be going or even doing.

      "What are you looking at?" she asked with a smile. Was she kidding? What was I not looking at? The only thing I could possibly focus on was her, with her dark hair falling soft and wavy around her shoulders. Her dress was a soft maroon knit, with three-quarter sleeves and a simple scoop neck. It nipped in at the waist and flared out just at mid-thigh. Not short enough to be considered a mini, but not so long that I didn't get a fabulous view of her slender legs. There was a hint of a shine on her lips and she'd put something on her eyes to make them stand out from her face more, but I couldn't really put my finger on what exact makeup she had used. The smile on her lips and the sparkle in her eyes let me know she knew exactly what I was looking at.

      "That's an awful lot of knee you're showing, Ms. Jones," I circled my arms around her waist as I reached the bottom of the stairs and pulled her close, enjoying the way her small body fit against mine.

      "Scandalous, I know." I caught the faintest whiff of something sweet as she pulled away and started walking towards the front door.

      "Nope—we're not going that way," I said as I grabbed her hand and redirected her towards the back of the bar and the rear entrance through the kitchen.

      "Okay, but I thought we were going to Affini's?"

      "We are," I said as I led her out the back door and into the alley, making sure to lock everything up tight. "But if we go out the front door we are in the street and in front of all those windows. If we go out the front door I can't do this," And I surprised her by gently pressing my body against hers until she had her back to the brick wall of the bar. I swallowed her little gasp of surprise with my mouth as I kissed her, probably not as gently as I should have but damn it had been a while since I'd been able to do it.

      My hands roamed up her body, fingers searching against the light curve of her hips, and up further still until I found with most certainty, that she was actually wearing a bra this time. I pulled away, and she smiled at the little frown on my face. "You can't have it your way all the time," Harlow said with a laugh, the sound of it bringing a smile to my face. "This dress is too clingy to go without one. My nipples would show through," she whispered, confessing her secret into the curve of my neck, her lips just barely grazing the sensitive skin there.

      I'd just meant to stop and kiss her breathless, but she was teasing me to the point of madness. We'd never make it to Affini's if we didn't stop soon, but that didn't seem like such a big deal right now. Why did we need to go there? To eat? We could eat there anytime. What I needed to do right now was get as close as humanly possible to Harlow without getting her naked in the back of this dark alley. Actually, no one could see us, maybe I could get her just a little naked...

      "You taste like sugar and cigarettes," Harlow murmured low, stroking my beard with one hand and running her fingers through the short hairs on the back of my neck with the other. Did I stink like smokes? Yuck, that wasn't good.

      "I'm sorry," I apologized as I pulled away. I'd cut down to one or two a day. I didn't smoke around JJ, and honestly, I wish I hadn't started back up when I started working at the bar to being with.

      "No, it's okay," Harlow reached around my neck with both arms and pulled me back down, her tongue reaching out to trace the outline of my lips. "It's part of you, and it's familiar. I was just remembering, is all."

      Oh God, if she was trying to get me to throw our plans for the night straight into traffic then she was doing a bang-up job of it. "Woman, why do you smell so good?" I buried my face in her neck and inhaled the deep musky smell of vanilla...and something else. My beard tickled against her sensitive skin and I felt her shudder underneath me.

      "Well, I know you like sweet things, so I experimented a little," she whispered, her fingers marching up my back, digging in as I kissed that sweet spot behind her ear. I filled my lungs again with her scent, and pressed my hips more firmly against her, rocking into her, the friction doing nothing to calm my damn near perpetual erection.

      "Does it smell like cookies? I was going for cookies." What? What was she talking about? "I used a little vanilla extract and almond extract. I mixed them with a little jojoba oil and I thought it came pretty close..."

      "Harlow, did you make yourself smell like food on purpose?" I growled in her ear and she squirmed underneath me, sliding against me and causing all of the remaining blood in my body to rush straight to my groin. "Do you know what that means?"

      Her voice was nothing but a breath against my skin. "What?"

      "I get to eat you," and lifting her hair from the back of her neck I let my nose find the source of that delicious smell, and I sucked that small bit of her neck into my mouth hard. Sliding my tongue across the skin until it was slick and wet. Her knees buckled and she moaned low, but I kept her upright with the force of my body pinning her to the wall until she recovered. Her hips thrust up and met mine in a perfect imitation of what we would be doing if we were unclothed, but then I remembered what happened the last time we were in a similar position, and I didn't want a repeat. I mean I did, but now was not the time. It took all of my self-control to put inches between us, and my arms may or may not have been shaking as I placed my hands palm flat against the wall of the building behind her. The cold rough brick against my skin helped ground me, and I took a few deep breaths of air to clear my head.

      "What has gotten into you?" Harlow smiled when she asked, patting her hair back into place. Her neck and chest slightly red from my abrading beard.

      "I have it on good authority that ladies love being ravished against walls in dark alleys," I said gravely.

      "On whose authority?"

      Well, it was Beck actually, but I wasn't going to go into detail about how he and Regina had hit it off in this very dark corner. I hadn't even thought about it until just this minute, so I didn't want her to think I was thinking about them when I was about to...well. There would be time for that later maybe. Right now, we had about five minutes to make it across the street or we would be late for the reception, and I didn't need Rosalina Affini taking me to hell and back because I didn't show up on time.

      We made it on time, but just barely. And when Rosalina had invited me she told me it was a small, informal gathering for close friends and family. I didn't realize that small meant mostly just family. It was quite an intimate setting and I could feel Harlow tensing up with nerves beside me as we walked through the front door of the restaurant.

      There was a huge U-shaped set up in the middle of the restaurant where all of the tables had been pushed together into a horseshoe shape and draped with white linen, the soft muted light of candles gave the room a quiet ambiance. Rosalina was there, the matriarch of the family as well as the owner of Affini's. Dino and Jeanette were there, already seated at the table, glasses of red wine in their hands. Vanessa, Dino's half-sister was standing by Rosalina while her mother, Madeline, came from around the corner just as we were walking inside. Other than the Affini employees that I recognized, I didn't see anyone else there.

      Weird.

      I slid my arm around Harlow's waist and gave her a reassuring squeeze. I knew everyone in this room, but Harlow didn't. She did seem to relax a bit when she saw Dino and Jeanette, but we didn't get a chance to go over and talk to them because Rosalina saw us enter and descended on us like a mother hen before we were six feet through the door.

      "Jesse," she thundered as she bore down on us with surprising speed. For such a diminutive woman she moved fast. Over her shoulder I saw the blood drain from Dino's face and even Jeanette looked nervous for a second. Until she saw me looking, then she smiled reassuringly.

      What in the hell was going on here?

      "So glad you're here," she said in her thick Italian accent that had shown no sign of fading in the sixty-five years she had lived in the United States. "And you bring with you such lovely company. Come," she continued, maneuvering herself securely between myself and Harlow, successfully bogarting her from me. "What is your name mia bellezza?

      Completely overwhelmed, Harlow stammered, "H...Harlow. My name is Harlow, it's nice to meet you."

      "Harlow, this is Rosalina Affini," I introduced warmly. “She owns this restaurant, and she's also Dino's grandmother. You look lovely tonight, Rosalina." Barely sparing me a glance Rosalina flung her hands in the air, her loose sleeved red kimono style shirt flapping like bird wings as she talked excitedly with her hands.

      "You'll call me Nonna," she told Harlow as she deftly relieved me of my date and walked her towards the row of tables, abandoning me in the entrance.

      "You never told me to call you Nonna," I grumbled under my breath before following after them like a puppy. Rosalina only had eyes for Harlow, and while I agreed, I like to look at her too, it was bizarre behavior for Mrs. Affini.

      My eyes met Dino's, and for a split second I lost my footing and almost pitched forward on the brand-new patterned carpet of the dining room. Dino's face was a mask of terror. I don’t think I had ever seen something so disturbing as Dino looking ready to bolt for his life and I don't care to in the future. He mouthed the words "I'm sorry" to me from across the room before his grandmother descended on the table and pushed at his shoulder. "Dino, you scoot. Make room for Harlow—she sits by me." Dino, looking white as a ghost, hurried to obey Rosalina.

      "Nonna, can I talk to you privately for a moment?" he asked, panic lacing his voice. I understood, Rosalina was wound up about something, I'd never seen her so animated. I was really thrown for a loop though when she lifted her arm back and slapped Dino as hard as she could across the face. Everyone at the table froze. Dino didn't move, just sat at the table with the mark of his Nonna's hand turning red and raised across his cheek.

      Then the room exploded into chaos as Rosalina Affini burst into tears.
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      Holy shit, Dino's grandma just bitched slapped him upside the head!

      One minute she'd been crooning about how pretty I was and the next she launched a vicious assault on her grandson because he hadn’t moved his ass fast enough. Dino said nothing, just sat in the chair, face white and bloodless. Jeanette sat next to him, her face a mask of horror—but not surprised. Like she knew something would happen. I don't know what was going on, but I had not been prepared for the slap heard across town.

      I also wasn't prepared for the tears.

      Rosalina had gone from hovering over me and stroking my face to burying her head in her hands and sobbing so hard her frail shoulders shook with spasms. Concerned for her, I placed my arm on her shoulder and patted her back awkwardly, not knowing what else to do. The wailing only increased in volume until she sprang up out of her chair again. Dino must have thought she was going to take another swing because he hurriedly pushed his chair backward and leaped out of it.

      A stream of Italian words spewed out of Rosalina's mouth. So fast I wouldn't have been able to understand even if I knew the language—which I didn't. Dino did though. At least enough that he caught the gist of what she was saying, and it wasn't good. He stood there, stone-faced and silent, accepting her rage until she quieted down. When she spoke again, it was in English.

      "Did you think your Nonna wouldn't see? That I could look on the face of this girl and not know my own grandchild? That I couldn't see your father’s face in hers. How could I not see?"

      Wait, what? No, nonononono. I didn't hear what I just heard. Nope. Nothing was making sense.

      "Too many secrets you keep, Dino. Secrets for your job and your life, I know. But secrets from your family—no. Not this."

      "Nonna, it's not like that. I was going to tell you. I just needed a little time." Dino had both hands out, warding off his Nonna, who looked like she was going to take another swing at him any second. Vanessa and her mother stood next to the table, arms folded over their chests. Not interfering but looking concerned nonetheless. The most alarming thing I think, for me at least, was that no one looked surprised by her behavior besides Dino—who looked like he had just seen a ghost.

      And me. Who had just been called Rosalina Affini's granddaughter.

      I didn't have a grandmother. My mother's parents were gone—long gone before I was born and my father was gone as well. I didn't have any living family at all. That was the truth I lived my whole life.

      "I think there's been a mistake," I whispered, my voice barely audible as I tried to get the words out around the lump in my throat. Jesse gasped next to me as if he'd just had a realization and pulled me close to him in a semi-awkward side hug.

      "Oh my God, that's the weird thing that's been bugging me every time I see you, Dino," he said, a certain measure of awe in his voice.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Oh no, Harlow, oh Babe it makes so much sense now," Jesse said, looking wide-eyed around the table at frozen people in the room. Well, frozen except for the employees who moved around the table, placing bowls of food in intervals, completely oblivious to the chaos around them. Were the Affini's always this passionate when they argued?

      Dino cleared his throat and even Rosalina quieted down a bit, content to clutch my arm and pat my hand, muttering to herself about her "idiot grandson."

      "It's not a mistake, Harlow, although I would not have chosen this particular evening to break the news to you. We can be...a lot to take in." Dino slid a scathing side eye in Jeanette's general direction and she blanched. "If I had to guess, I would say someone spilled the beans a little early."

      "Oh, come on, Dino, I had to," Jeanette burst out angrily. “While you were busy trying to get the balls to talk to Nonna about it, Jesse could have brought her here for dinner for God's sake. Look at her. There's no way she wouldn't have known, even without any of the rest of us in the room. You think it would have been better to let that happen? When there were customers here?" Vanessa and her mother nodded their heads in agreement. Madeline was calm and collected, but Vanessa had a glassy sheen to her eyes like water was ready to leak out at any second.

      "I still don't understand what's happening right now," I said more firmly, wanted them to pay attention to me if they were going to talk about me like I wasn't even there. "How can you be so sure we are related? I don't even know my dad. I can't remember his face or even his name. My mom—"

      "Your mom was Asia Elizabeth Jones. We know. And your father was Anthony Affini. Womanizer, and deadbeat dad. Your mom probably never told you any of this because he was a right piece of shit and you were better off not knowing," Dino spit the words over his shoulder like a curse.

      "You'll not speak of your father in that manner," Rosalina warned.

      "No disrespect to you, Nonna," Vanessa interjected, her dark curly hair spilling down her back and her black eyes flashing. "Anthony Affini was your son, God rest his soul, but you know as well as we do that he was a no-good excuse of a father and partner. You loved him as your son, we owe him no such tender feelings." She and her mother nodded in tandem, twin faces with only lines of time separating them from being carbon copies of each other.

      "After a certain incident that literally just happened a few months ago, I started looking into Dad to see if it was possible there were any other of us kids floating around. That's when I found your name, and also when I found out Anthony Affini had died in a car accident." At the mention of her son’s death, Rosalina dipped her head and did the sign of the cross. Vanessa rolled her eyes and sighed. Apparently, she had some issues with her father. I wasn’t surprised. I was, however, pissed.

      "You did intel on me?" I accused Dino angrily.

      "Oh, shit this is deep," Jesse whispered from next to me, and he pulled me closer to him, probably trying to protect me from the onslaught of information being thrust into my face.

      "I had to, Harlow," Dino warned, his voice begging me to just understand. But I wouldn't. Screw him and his fucked-up notion of family. He spied on me.

      "You had to what, Dino?" I shrieked, letting my voice climb an octave so that the air rushing out of my throat could relieve some of the panic that had been building ever since Rosalina Affini had cracked him upside the head and started crying. "You had to spy on me? You had to lie to me? You met my son! You played with him and you bought him toys, knowing he was your nephew—knowing he was your blood and you never told him? Does he not have the right to know? You bastard."

      "Look, I know it’s a lot of fun to shit all over Dino, the bad guy," Dino roared, and the house went quiet. Nobody moved. No one except for the Affini employees who were still walking around the table, filling water glasses and picking up silverware that had fallen to the floor when Rosalina had lost her collective shit. "In case you don't remember, family," he emphasized the word and slid a caustic gaze to Jeanette and his sister, Vanessa. "The last wayward Affini child that popped up out of nowhere tried to destroy the family business and have Jeanette and I killed. He made his living as a cold-hearted crime boss and died a bloody death. And I'm the one who had to break the news to Nonna, so I'd appreciate it if you cut me a little fucking slack for being cautious this time, God damn it."

      "What?" This couldn't be real.

      "Don't worry," Jeanette reassured me from across the table. "My ex-boyfriend shot and killed him." Because that's much better.

      "Yeah, well, he shot me too," Dino flung the words back at her.

      Was this the same murdering ex-boyfriend that I heard about the last time? Or was this in addition to him? I mean, with Dino and Jeanette it could go either way.

      Another thought occurred to me in that split second, and the answer to the question I was going to ask was going to define whether I calmly walked out of that restaurant, or whether I went Rosalina and had a breakdown.

      "How long have you known?" My mouth asked those words calmly, but my eyes told another story. You better answer this question before I fuck you up.

      Dino clamped his lips tightly shut, refusing to answer.

      "Answer me you son of a bitch. How. Long. Have. You. Known? Was it before I got the job at Glass City Guard?"

      Dino pressed his lips so firmly together they were nothing but a thin white line on the bottom half of his face.

      "You asshole," I shrieked, and for lack of any better ammunition I grabbed a hot buttered roll out of the basket that had just been ceremoniously placed on our table and I whipped it as hard as I could.

      Right at Dino's face.

      He didn't even have time to duck, it splatted right in the center of his forehead, sticking there for a moment before sliding down over his nose and onto the floor, leaving a shining, buttery trail behind it.

      There was dead silence in the room. For the span of ten seconds nobody even breathed—even Nonna hadn't moved.

      On the eleventh second, Dino sprang into action, picking up an entire bowl in his hands and lobbing breadsticks and dinner rolls like a gas-powered snowball launcher.

      "First of all, sister," he bit out the words as he lobbed a bun at my head. I ducked and it hit Jesse in the chest. Sorry Babe, casualties of war. “I had nothing to do with getting you that job. I was just getting information when that resume came across the desk okay?" he asked the question as he whipped his arm back and a long breadstick whacked me in the shoulder.

      Okay motherfucker, let's dance.

      I picked up a delicious looking popover, mourning its inevitable death because I was going to make sure I annihilated Dino with it when I cocked back and let it go. And I did, bouncing it right off his fat lying mouth.

      “Stop throwing things at me,” Dino yelled, and his words penetrated the room like a shotgun blast. He might have been taken seriously except for he blasted off another couple of rounds from the bowl he carried in his hands, getting butter and crumbs in my hair and on my new dress.

      My brand new,—only thing with a skirt I owned—dress.

      “I didn’t get you the job and you didn’t get the job because you’re my sister. Those were two completely separate things and Gabe didn’t even find out about it until he was having us help him go through resumes. And in case you haven’t figured it out in the weeks since you’ve met him,” Dino had run out of bread and he eyed the empty basket in his hands like he was considering chucking that at me next. “Gabe does whatever the hell he wants, whenever he wants. He got a wild hair up his ass about you, so he hired you. And it was a pretty good decision because you make a fantastic addition to our team, so welcome to the fucking family. Both of them, I guess.”

      It wasn’t enough of an explanation to appease me, but I had run out of bread and energy and as I looked around the room, everyone’s attention was focused on me. Everyone was waiting for me to make the next move, but I didn’t know what that was going to be. I turned to look at Jesse, who was still sitting in the seat next to me, his eyes wide with shock. There was nothing in his expression that was going to help me get through this. He was just as surprised as I was.

      “Enough!” Rosalina may have been a frail old woman, but she sure could command attention when she wanted to. Even in my emotional state I jumped and dropped the fork I was getting ready to slingshot across the table. “Everybody sit. No more fighting. Dino is idiot. Everyone agree?” Dino threw his hands in the air and rolled his eyes to the ceiling, but he didn’t argue. He just pulled his chair back up to the table and sat down in a huff, Jeanette trying to hide her laughter behind her hands and failing. Madeline and Vanessa took their seats wordlessly as Rosalina, or Nonna as I guess I should be referring to her now, turned her attention back to me.

      “Harlow, mia belezza,” she said, taking my hands in hers. “You are family. You have the face of your father, just like Dino. I raise Anthony to be a good man, but he did not do right by you. By any of you. Please don’t punish this old woman—let us be family.” She looked up at me, her face deeply lined with time, experience and sadness, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun streaked with steel. How much she must have suffered over the years, with what Anthony Affini had put her through.

      My heart squeezed painfully in my chest. I didn’t have words for what I was feeling. It hurt, but there was also the fluttering of hope, delicate as a butterfly’s wings, giving birth to the thought that maybe this was exactly where I was supposed to be. I felt Jesse’s thigh press against mine under the table, giving me the reassurance that he too, was here to help me through whatever was going to happen next. I gave Rosalina’s fragile hand a gentle squeeze.

      “I don’t even know what it’s like to have a family like this. I…I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Generally speaking,” Vanessa said as she and her mother both took their seats at the table next to Jeanette. “We argue really loud—and then we eat.” As soon as Vanessa and Madeline took their seats, the last tray of food was placed on the table, and one by one the Affini restaurant staff that had been setting the table each took their seat as well until all the chairs were filled.

      “Tomorrow, you bring my great grandson to see me,” Rosalind didn’t phrase it as a question, so I could only assume it was a direct order and she just expected it to be followed. She hummed happily to herself as Dino took her plate and began to scoop a healthy portion of lasagna out of a giant dish that had been set in the middle of the table. I’d worked up such an appetite fighting with Dino the smell of tomatoes and cheese seeped in through my nose and made a dive towards my empty stomach. I was salivating at the thought of the first bite, and for some reason felt that I had never in my life ever been so hungry.

      “Is it always like this?” I asked in awe, speaking to no one, or everyone—hell I didn’t even know anymore.

      Dino handed the full plate back to his Nonna, who nodded in thanks. He licked a bit of marinara sauce that had spilled onto his thumb and grinned.

      “Not always. Sometimes we have gnocchi.”
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      Harlow’s hand was warm in mine as we finally left the restaurant. After about a hundred hugs and a bunch of pictures I took with my phone that Rosalina made me promise to “print out for her,” we were fat, satisfied, and ready to call it a day. The silence of the night was a stark contrast to the cacophony of the restaurant, and I sighed and pulled Harlow in for a hug and a quick kiss before we crossed the street. I doubted anyone still inside was paying attention to what we were doing but just in case, I didn’t want Rosalina to see me making out with her granddaughter in front of the restaurant.

      “Hey, Jesse,” Harlow asked as we walked through the mostly empty parking lot and down to the edge where the strip of grass in front of the restaurant met the dark pavement of the road. I stopped to look at her, in no hurry to return to Nasta’s. It was ten o clock, and I was pretty sure JJ had probably passed out on Dad’s couch. Dad was probably snoring in the recliner next to him I would lay a twenty on it. “What did you mean when you said it makes so much sense now? The weird feeling you got when you looked at Dino?” Harlow stopped walking and tugged on my hand so I would stop too. “Why was everyone so convinced that Rosalina would know who I was just by looking at me?”

      “You’re kidding, right? You haven’t figured it out yet?” I couldn’t believe she was missing something so simple.

      “Well, I wouldn’t have asked if I knew.” She was so adorable with her nose all wrinkled up that I kissed her again. Just a little bit. I didn’t want her to go home tonight. I wanted her to go home with me. JJ too.

      I wonder if we can schedule a sleepover sometime? Do people do that? I have an extra room for JJ to sleep in.

      “What are you thinking about?” Harlow interrupted my internal monologue and I remembered what we had been talking about. Pulling my phone out of my pocket I scrolled through the pictures I had taken that evening and stopped on one of her, Dino and Vanessa all standing next to each other. I held the phone up to her face.

      “I’m talking about this.”

      I watched as realization dawned on her, and the smile spread across her face.

      “Oh my God I’m an idiot,” she laughed and pushed me in the shoulder.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it right away, but to be honest I’m not thinking of your brother when I’m kissing you—even if you do have the exact same face.” I rubbed my shoulder in mock pain and grabbed her hand again.

      “We might as well be the same person with different hair.”

      “Well I wouldn’t go that far,” I shuddered at the thought. “But you do look strikingly similar. Since Vanessa looks like her mom, and you never met your dad you probably wouldn’t put two and two together like that. But Rosalina would have made the connection immediately, and I think Jeanette telling them before Dino got around to it was probably a good move. Because I was going to take you to dinner at Affini’s as soon as they opened again. I want to take you lots of places,” I added, cringing inwardly at how corny those words sounded, but meaning them anyway.

      “Hey Jesse, something’s not right,” Harlow said, and there was nervousness to her tone as we walked across the street to the bar, the windows reflecting the lights shining brightly from within.

      “What?” I couldn’t tell what she was looking at until I realized the bar was closed. There shouldn’t have been any lights on at all. Dad’s apartment windows faced the side of the building, and they were supposed to be upstairs watching movies. It was ten o clock at night. Who was in the bar?

      Oh please Dad, don’t be getting into the booze I hated thinking that my dad would have destroyed the trust we placed in him by drinking the first time we left JJ with him, and I hated that was the first thought that popped into my head.

      But wait a minute—Dad wouldn’t need to turn all the lights on to get to the booze. Maybe one, but then he would just take the bottle back upstairs like he always did, so maybe it wasn’t what I was thinking at all. I really needed to calm the hell down and stop jumping the gun.

      “Do you know whose car that is?” Harlow pointed to a busted ass banana yellow Cutlass Supreme with more rust than paint that was parked haphazardly on the curb a little ways past the bar. Not right in front of it, but close enough that it didn’t look like it was parked by the tattoo shop—which was also closed and had no lights coming from any of the windows.

      “I don’t,” I couldn’t imagine that car being able to run at all, much less know anyone that might have been driving it. “And Dad doesn’t have visitors at the bar. If he hangs out with anyone, he goes out. I can’t imagine him having anyone over when he was watching JJ anyway.”

      “Something’s not right,” Harlow said again, except this time it was more like a whisper and more like she was talking to herself. She pulled her hand out of mine and started jogging towards the bar. I wasn’t going to argue with her, especially if she was feeling what I was feeling. That strange sense of uneasiness swimming around in my stomach.

      Nothing about what I had been imagining prepared me for what we found when we opened the front door.

      I didn’t need to use the key because the door was unlocked, which was bizarre because even if I myself was in the bar if it was closed to the public, the front door was always locked. What in the hell was Dad doing?

      I walked in first and saw JJ sitting on the wide wood floor in front of the barstools, surrounded by a circle of cars. My dad was on the floor beside him, ruffling his hand through JJ’s hair and whispering something too low for me to hear. There were metal napkin holders on their sides in front of him, and paper towel tubes running from one end to the other, and I knew exactly what they were doing downstairs with all the lights on. Dad had been hoarding those damn paper towel rolls for like two weeks, and now I finally figured out why. He’d built JJ ramps to play cars on and they did it downstairs because the wood floor was great for rolling.

      Laughing, I let Harlow come inside before I shut the door behind her. “Kind of late to be up and playing cars don’t you think, Dad?” Then he looked up at me and Harlow shrieked.

      “Dad, what happened to your face?” It looked like he’d smashed into a wall, taken a fall or a fist or something. There was a cut on the side of his left eye that was crusty and bleeding. Still oozing blood down the side of his face actually. His mouth was puffy and swollen like he’d hit his entire face and never bothered to clean up the wound.

      “I’m sorry, Jesse. Harlow. This is my fault. I let him in here.” Confused, I just stared at my dad, who upon closer inspection was holding his left arm close to his side as if it hurt to move. Jesse didn’t look quite right either. His tiny little face was pinched and miserable, and he looked like he’d been crying.

      “What are you talking about, Dad? What happened—are you guys okay?” JJ’s little shoulders started shaking and I started to walk towards them, Harlow by my side.

      “That’s probably far enough, I think.” The male voice sounded from beside the bar, partially obscured by the shadows of the stairwell he was standing in. He was tall and gaunt, almost painfully thin actually, and wore a pair of filthy jeans and what looked to be an equally unwashed jacket. I couldn’t tell what color his hair was, because his head was freshly shaven, and there were angry looking red scab marks on his face and the back of his hands. One of which held a gun.

      What the fuck, was this a holdup?

      “We don’t keep money in the bar after closing, guy,” I said slowly, reaching into my pocket for my wallet. “We don’t even have a safe on the property, everything is deposited in the night deposit every shift. But if you’re determined to take from us today, you can have the two hundred dollars in starter cash that’s in the register, and whatever I have in my wallet. I’d just be real grateful if you put the gun down.” I’d give him whatever he wanted if he would get the hell out of here. I had no idea how he’d gotten into the bar in the first place, but from JJ’s tears and the damage on my dad’s face, they’d already probably tried to get him to leave.

      The stranger laughed, high pitched and reedy. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh, like he had found something funny. It was a compulsive laugh, like the noises just bubbled out of his throat and he had no control over the why and the when. It was the laugh of a lunatic.

      “Oh I’ll take whatever I want for sure, but I didn’t come here for money.” The skin of his face was stretched so tight over his skull I thought for sure his bones were going to push right through and his eyes were sunken and dark. “Actually,” he continued, “I would have been in and out with what I wanted already, but the old man here wouldn’t let me get close to EJ and I had to rough him up a little. I don’t like doing that kind of thing, you see? And it made EJ cry so I had to let them sit together for a bit and calm him down.” This guy wasn’t making any sense. Who was EJ? If he didn’t want money what did he want, walking around with that gun in his hand?

      I heard a low keening noise beside me and spared a brief glance at Harlow that turned into a long look of concern. The noise was coming from her, but I don’t think she even knew she was making it. Her eyes were wide with fear and the skin of her face was white as death. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides and her mouth wide open, like she was trying to take a breath, but no air was going in or out. A slight tremor ran through her body—I saw the shivering ripple under the skin of her arms but she didn’t pay attention to it. Her eyes were locked on the corner, on the man with the gun.

      The man then walked along the front of the bar, between us and JJ, and gave my dad a kick in the side. He grunted in pain but didn’t move away from JJ. “Get up old man, I’m not gonna hurt him —he’s mine, you know? My boy. I wouldn’t hurt him. I just came to pick him up is all.” My dad groaned but couldn’t bring himself to get up any further than his knees. He tried though, and it made me wonder how hard my dad had fought to keep that man from using that gun.

      Finally losing patience the man used his booted foot to knock my dad to the ground and grabbing JJ by the arm, he hauled him to his feet and marched him further away from where my dad lay on the ground. Further away from us too. I didn’t know what was going on, I was still in the dark, but there was no way I was going to let him go any further with the terrified little boy. I would rather take a bullet than let that happen.

      “You let go of him right now!” Harlow had found her voice, and she screamed the command at the top of her lungs—her right hand twisting the face of her watch nervously. I’d seen her fiddle with it before, it seemed to be a nervous habit.

      The skeleton man smiled wide at Harlow’s outburst, revealing a row of blackened teeth. The ones that were still in there anyway. “Oh, she finally speaks,” he cackled with glee. “I thought you’d lost your voice, Babe. It’s been almost five years, aren’t you happy to see me?”

      “Let go of him, Elliot,” she whispered, her voice trembling with fear.

      “No way, he’s my boy, and he’s coming with me. It’s been a long time, Harlow, don’t say you didn’t miss me. It’s okay now, EJ,” he said to the clearly terrified JJ who was being held hostage by that bony hand wrapped around his arm. “Daddy’s home now.”
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      My worst nightmare was standing in front of me with his hands on my son, but my brain couldn’t compute because Elliot Palmer was still supposed to be serving time in prison. He had an eight-year sentence. It had been less than five. And even if, for some reason he got out, wasn’t someone supposed to let me know? Wasn’t that what they had said? That they would tell me?

      “JJ,” I said, trying not to let tears and fear clog my throat. “Don’t be scared baby. Mama’s right here.”

      “Yeah,” Elliot said, gesturing with the hand that held the weapon. “You’re way over there, and we are over here. I only stayed so you could see me taking back what you took from me. Your life. I’m his parent now, and you can’t keep him from me. I’m taking over and you’ll never see him again. Say goodbye to your mom, EJ.”

      Every sweep of his hand sent icy spears of fear to my heart thinking the gun was going to go off. I’d seen him shoot a man on purpose before and it was a horror story. I didn’t want to imagine him shooting one of us by accident. It was a very real possibility too, because judging by his actions and appearance he was high on something, and not wholly in control.

      “His name isn’t EJ,” I said. I don’t know why I said it. It was true, but it was sure to send him into a rage. I was less worried about him harming JJ because he was his son. I was worried about him shooting me or Jesse though.

      Elliot shook his head sadly like I’d disappointed him. Then he scratched his temple with the barrel of his gun and smiled at me. “See, we talked about this, Harlow. You know, back before you got me put away for a long time, remember? His name was going to be Elliot Palmer Junior. EJ. I know you didn’t forget.”

      I didn’t agree or disagree with him. I simply looked at my son and smiled at him. I spoke to let him know that I was here, and as long I was talking, we could figure something out. I would never let that man walk out of here with JJ. Jesse was with me. We would figure something out.

      “His name is Jesse Jones, and no matter what you think of that it doesn’t make it any less true. Also, if you are so concerned with being a father right now you should know—you’re scaring him. He’s afraid of you.” Elliot looked surprised like the thought had never occurred to him before and he knelt on the ground to look at JJ, gun still hanging limply in his hand.

      “You don’t have to be scared of me, Buddy. I’m your daddy.” JJ didn’t answer, just looked up at Elliot with terrified eyes, his little body shaking. Every part of my body was screaming to run and snatch him up. Elliot was nothing, I could definitely take him—but that gun. We all had to be wary of that gun. Bile rose in my throat, sharp and acidic, but my throat muscles weren’t working to swallow it down.

      While JJ had Elliot’s attention, Jesse whispered to me. “Keep him talking, Harlow. I’m going to get JJ away from him. I’m going to be fast—so as soon as I move I need you to go for that gun, okay?

      What? “No,” I hissed, as quietly as I could. “Are you crazy? He’ll shoot you. He could shoot JJ.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” was all he said before Elliot swung his attention back to us, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      “What are you two talking about?  So this is what you’ve been doing while I was away? Thought you’d trade up, did you, Harlow?” I didn’t like the way he was looking at Jesse, so I started talking to pull his attention back to me.

      “How long have you been out, Elliot?” I asked, just to keep him talking. “The courts were supposed to let me know when you were released. It was a condition of the sentencing, you know, after you put me in the hospital.”

      “Oh you were fine, you big whiner,” Elliot said sarcastically. He still held JJ’s arm, but it was a little looser now. JJ wasn’t looking at Elliot anymore, he was looking at Jesse, but I needed to keep Elliot’s attention on me so I couldn’t tell what they were doing. “And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the United States justice system has some flaws. A lot of them to do with communication.” And he laughed, that nervous hyena laugh—a telltale sign that he’d been using.

      “I’ve been out for almost a whole year, Harlow. I was a model inmate. Granted parole at my first hearing. Good behavior, you know.” he snickered. “And you never knew.”

      “And how long did it take for you to start using again, Elliot?” I asked quietly. “You don’t look so good. How are you going to take care of JJ if you can’t take care of yourself?” It wasn’t a lie, Elliot looked like the walking dead. He was barely a shadow of the man I used to know.

      “I can take care of EJ, just fine.” He emphasized the name to let me know what he thought of the name Jesse. “See, Harlow, I’ve been watching you all this time. I’ve been real close and you never even knew. You made it so easy too—you were still in the same trailer park we lived in together. It was like you were sitting there waiting for me. You didn’t even change your phone number. We could have been a family again, you know. I would have forgiven you for putting me away. But no,” Elliot snarled and swung the gun and an arc above his head. “You had to go and get above yourself. A new job, a new apartment and a new boyfriend? Don’t you think you’re just hot shit.”

      My stomach plummeted when I thought of all the time he had spent out of prison, watching the two of us when we thought we were safe. All of those hang up phone calls, where I answered the phone but no one spoke. We thought we were protected. Elliot kept talking, proud of his accomplishments.

      “I know everything about you now, Harlow. From what time you drop the boy off at daycare to what time you get home from work. I even knew about your date tonight since a certain old man got excited about babysitting and blabbed it all over to anyone at the diner who cared to hear. Thanks for that,” he said to Jesse’s dad, who had managed to drag himself a little way down the bar, away from the line of fire.

      “You know what the best part about this is, Harlow?” Elliot asked, his friendly tone a direct contrast to the gun he had stopped swinging and was now holding pointed right at me. “I was just going to take my boy home with me. That’s all I came for but seeing you now? I want you to suffer. Suffer like you made me suffer. But since I can’t make you go to jail…I think I’ll just shoot you, and watch you bleed out before I walk out that back door with my boy.” He smiled evenly at me, and my stomach dropped even further if that was even possible. I took a deep breath in through my nose and prayed. Prayed for something. An intervention. A miracle. An idea of what to do next to keep that man from walking out the door with my son. Anything, just please, God help me.

      His gun hand wobbled then, and he looked at it and frowned. I don’t know why he was surprised, he’d had the shakes since we had walked in the door, likely coming down from whatever he’d been hopped up on to begin with. Letting go of JJ he wrapped his other hand around the barrel of the gun, steadying it.

      He may have had a good shot, but he never got to take it.

      My prayers were answered by the most unlikely source, Ed and JJ.

      “I’ve already notified the authorities,” Ed said weakly from behind the bar. He had managed to drag himself behind it and was leaning heavily on the shiny black counter, the blood from his wound no longer dripping down.

      “Bull shit old man, you can barely talk much less call the cops,” Elliot swung his attention over to the bar, and in the split second, I saw Jesse mouth to JJ, “Run to me. Now.”

      But JJ had other ideas. He was four. He was scared of the bad man, sure, but that bad man had threatened his mommy and now had that gun pointed at his Papa Ed. I’ll never know the terror he felt in the time he’d been alone before we got back from Affini’s, but I sure as shit knew what he was thinking as he looked up at Elliot, who was not paying any attention to him at all anymore. Rage. His little face was screwed up and flushed with anger. And it was that feeling that propelled him forward as he balled up his fist, swung his arm back, and punched Elliot square in the balls. “You don’t hurt my Mama,” he screamed, his face a red mask of fury.

      Two things happened then. Elliot went to his knees like a stone, his eyes rolling upward and a howl of agony ripping from his throat. Jesse was off like a pistol shot, no longer waiting for JJ to run to him, but snatching him away from the still struggling Elliot and rolling across the floor with him, as far away from Elliot as he could get.

      Elliot recovered too quickly, and reached up with the gun arm, out of his mind with pain and anger and no longer caring that he could shoot JJ. He aimed at Jesse’s back as he skidded across the bar floor.

      Fuck no. I wouldn’t allow it.

      Using every piece of information that I had gleaned from Jeanette about self-defense I launched myself at Elliot. Well, not at him exactly. At the elbow of his left arm. I slashed my right arm down at an angle and cracked him right at the joint. Another scream of agony and Elliot dropped the gun on the ground, where I immediately kicked it as hard as I could and listened as it went skittering across the floor and into the shadows on the other side of the bar. And then, just because I didn’t want to take the chance that he could move and get his hands on it again, I roundhouse kicked him in the face. It was clumsy, I wasn’t very good at it, but I still had enough force to spin him around and send him straight to the ground where he lay, unmoving. He wasn’t getting up again.

      I ran, almost tripping over myself to get to the other end of the bar where Ed still leaned heavily on the counter and Jesse sat huddled on the floor, JJ wrapped around his neck like a tiny, shivering monkey. He was sobbing loudly into Jesse’s shirt, and I wanted to pluck him out of Jesse’s arms and into my own. I needed to feel him and know he was okay, but there were other things to take care of first.

      “Ed, please tell me you weren’t kidding and you really did call the police,” my voice was shaky as hell now that the gun wasn’t an issue anymore. My knees were starting to feel that way as well.

      “Panic button under the counter,” he wheezed, and it occurred to me that he probably needed some emergency medical attention. Ed was in pretty rough shape. “Harlow, he knocked on the door, said his car broke down. I’d never met him before but I’d seen him at Holly’s diner before so he looked familiar. I shouldn’t have let him in—Harlow I’m so sorry—”

      “Ed,” I said, lacking the energy to do more than place my hand on his arm across the bar. “You heard him. He’d been watching for a year. If not tonight he would have come for us another time. You…you protected my boy. You saved us.” There was no swallowing the lump down this time, the adrenaline was leaving and the tears were coming, hot and heavy. I needed my boy, I needed tactile proof that he hadn’t been taken and he hadn’t been hurt. I could see him, still climbing Jesse like a tree and latched onto him tightly but I needed to feel him in my arms to be sure.

      I crumpled to my knees next to Jesse on the floor. I put my hands on JJ but he just clung to Jesse tighter, and I knew that he was probably having the same problems right now that I was. He didn’t want to let go of his protector, probably still so scared he couldn’t move even if he wanted to. “Baby, Mama needs to hold you. I need you too, JJ, can I come in?” And one thin little arm moved from around Jesse’s neck and wrapped around mine, pulling me into the three-way embrace because he was not going to let go of Jesse. I allowed it, letting Jesse hold us both up as I clung to my Jesses, the two most important people in my world right now.

      A noise from the other end of the bar had all of us jerking in shock. Elliot was on his feet, his head swinging from side to side, his eyes wild. Damn, I must not have kicked him as hard as I thought. That or he was too high for his body to know when to stay down.

      “I’m not going back to jail, Harlow. Fuck this shit I’m out.” I wanted to get up and stop him, but my body wouldn’t move and there was no way I could let go of my son, now that I had him back from Elliot’s clutches. Elliot ran to the front door and swung the heavy wooden door open so hard that it slammed against the opposite wall with a boom.

      Shit, I thought to myself. He got away.
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      I thought I’d been shocked as hell when I saw Harlow attack Elliot, knocking his gun to the ground and delivering him a Jean Claude Van ass kicking to the side of the head. Turns out, that was not the most amazing feat of strength that I was going to witness that night. Elliot made a run for the front door, that was true, but he never made it out.

      I couldn’t see everything from my angle, plus JJ had his head buried in my neck and his bouncy brown curls obscuring a bit of my vision, but I could see enough to know that Elliot had taken one step towards the door, then come flying back through it again, his feet higher off the ground than his head. Hot on his trail was Rosalina Affini brandishing a metal A-frame sign, the one the restaurant used to promote specials by the front door. I don’t even know how she was lifting it, that sucker must have weighed thirty pounds and she had it brandished over her head like a baseball bat.

      Rosalina Affini was terrifying. No wonder Dino had looked scared when she cracked him across the face earlier.

      Rosalina stood over Elliot’s unmoving body, a slew of Italian curse words, or at least that was my impression, pouring out of her mouth as she brought the sign down onto Elliot again. He didn’t even twitch—the man was out cold. Through the doorway poured Vanessa and her mom, both clutching weapons of their own. Vanessa held a wicked looking meat cleaver in her hand and her mom wielded an equally sharp and evil looking butcher knife. Both looked like Valkyries, coming down from the heavens and ready to rain destruction. I was kind of glad Rosalina got to Elliot first because holy shit, Vanessa and her mom looked downright savage.

      I struggled to my feet, JJ still clinging to me, and I felt Harlow move with me, her body pressed so close to mine I could feel the trembles racking her body. We’d almost lost each other tonight, and that was fucking scary. To be honest, I was feeling shaky as well, and the relief that flooded me as I heard the sirens come screaming down the street was enough to suck all the energy from my body. Help was coming. Hell, help was already here. I could relax.

      “JJ, buddy, are you all right?” He nodded his head into my shoulder; I could feel the tears and snot soaking through my shirt. “I need you to say it though, okay? I need you to say the words, so your mom can hear too.” JJ raised his head, his large brown eyes red from crying.

      “I’m okay, Jesse and Mama. Papa Ed helped me. He didn’t let that man take me away. Even when he hit him so hard all those times. Papa Ed didn’t let him take me.” And his face screwed up again and the little sobs racked his body. And this time when he buried his head in my shirt I didn’t tell him to look up again, just clutched him to my chest and absorbed as much of his pain as I could. Poor kid had just been through more than anyone so young should have to go through. We were probably going to need to talk therapy soon.

      “Dear God, Nonna, stop hitting him with that thing. He’s knocked the hell out for Christ’s sake.” The string of curses had slowed down, but it looked like Rosalina still had some energy left and was gearing up for another wallop when Dino took the sign out of her hands and tossed it in a corner. She looked from Dino to Jeanette, who had just come through the door with him and gestured to both of them angrily.

      “Where were you this whole time? You say you help and then you disappear. You say you take care of this and then he almost get away. Good thing for Nonna and her sign, yes?”

      “Yes, Nonna, thank you, but we were helping,” Dino sighed and pinned his grandmother with a long-suffering look. “Jeanette and I were at the back door. Remember? He said he was leaving through the back door.” Then his attention came to us in the corner and he left Rosalina sputtering in the front of the bar, letting Jeanette handle his outraged grandmother.

      Dino’s face was worried as he came to our little cluster. “Please tell me everyone is okay.” Then he looked over at my dad, gray-faced and wobbling behind the bar. “Holy Christ, Ed, you are definitely not okay. Hang on, buddy, the police and EMT’s should be here any minute. Jeanette called everyone she could think of.”

      The red and blue lights were already flickering outside the window, so the cops were already there. And even as the thought occurred, blue-uniformed men and women started streaming through the front door. It only took a few moments for them to ascertain that Elliot was no longer a threat, and several officers accompanied his body as EMT’s took vitals and strapped him to a gurney for transport. He’d live, but he was going back to prison—and staying there. I had questions though, and I was finally able to ask them because Harlow had managed to weasel her arms in between JJ and I and snatched him right off me, cradling him to her chest like she thought he might disappear on her if she let go.

      I knew the feeling.

      “Dino, how did you know?”

      “At least we can tell Gabe the new toys work,” Harlow said weakly from beside me. Dino raised his arm to show me the slim black watch he wore on his wrist, a carbon copy of the one Harlow had recently started wearing. The one she fidgeted with all the time.

      “Yeah, it scared the hell out of me when my watch started talking in the middle of the restaurant. I didn’t know it could do that.”

      “Your watches talk?” I wasn’t following what was going on, obviously.

      “They’re two-way radios, actually. Although I’d been tinkering with mine for a few days, I still didn’t get to test it. I had no idea if it was going to work or not.” Harlow’s face was gray from stress and the EMT’s were making their way back to our corner. She needed to let them check her out. She looked ready to fall, and I didn’t want her to be holding JJ when she did. Of course, she didn’t look like she was going to let go of him anytime soon either.

      “So that’s why you were playing with the face earlier? Twisting it back and forth?” I couldn’t believe she had the presence of mind to even think about it in the face of all that was going on. Harlow was amazing.

      “Yeah, but I had no way of knowing if it would work. This is spy gear, so there are no noises or lights to click on to let you know you activated anything.”

      “Well you activated those guys,” Dino told her, nodding his head in the direction of the women who were still standing at the front of the bar. Rosalina was giving a uniformed cop her statement, her arms flailing wildly as she rattled off in her heavily accented English. “You did good, kid,” Dino said, coming a little closer and putting his hand on Harlow’s shoulder. He stared at her and Jesse for a minute, before lifting that hand, trembling a little, and placing it on JJ’s curls. “You did well too, Buddy. I’m so proud of you. Harlow, we heard him talking. We heard him say he was walking out the back door so that’s where Jeanette and I went. We would never have let him take JJ. Harlow, he never would have made it out of the alley. Okay? He wouldn’t have.” And as he pulled both Harlow and JJ in for a bone-crushing hug, I pretended not to notice how hoarse his voice was, nor how shiny his eyes were.

      I was probably imagining things.

      One of the EMT’s tried to check me out, but I swatted his hands away and looked over towards the bar. They had brought a gurney in for Dad but were having a hell of a time getting him to sit on it, much less lay down so they could get him in an ambulance. Damn it, Dad. I smiled because I could. Because even though we had been through so much and he was so roughed up, he was still here, and I could still talk to him.

      “Old man,” I said as I came up next to where he leaned against the gurney. “You look like shit. Will you just let them take you to the hospital so you can get looked at? Stop being a hard head.” Tears pricked the back of my eyes as I realized how close I had come to losing my dad tonight. To losing everything I cared about all in one fell swoop.

      He looked like maybe he wanted to argue, but then got one look at my face and changed his mind and laid back on the gurney obediently, wincing in pain as he did. I didn’t know how many knocks he had taken before we had gotten there, but the threat of internal bleeding was very real. His face was void of color around the horrific bruising and his breathing was shallow. As the EMT’s got busy strapping him down so he wouldn’t fall off I put my hand on his shoulder.

      “You’re a hero, Dad. You saved him. You know that? Some really bad shit could have happened tonight, but it didn’t. And I just want to tell you before like, another second goes by, that I love you so much. And I’m so glad you’re my dad. So please stay with me for a long time yet, okay?” If he noticed the hitching in my breath he was gracious enough to ignore it.

      “I love you too, boy, but I’m no hero. I’m just a grumpy old drunk. But don’t worry about me. They say only the good die young. Me? I’m gonna live forever.” Tough words for an old bird, but he coughed on a breath and ruined the manly illusion by groaning in pain.

      “Is Papa Ed going to be okay?” JJ said worriedly from behind me.

      “Yeah, Buddy, he’s gonna be just fine. He just needs to lay down for a while and rest. They’re going to take him to the hospital so he can get some medicine and rest. Sound good, JJ?” I had no idea what was going to happen with Dad, but I was saying nonsense words at this point to make JJ feel better. Maybe myself too, I don’t know.

      “When you come back will you make a racecar track with me again, Papa Ed?”

      “Sure will kid. But only if you’re good for your mom. She’ll tell me, won’t you, Harlow?”

      Harlow managed to choke out a garbled, “yeah,” and I knew she was crying too.

      The EMTs were ready to wheel him out now, but Dad wasn’t done talking. “Jesse, while I’m gone don’t forget to save me all the paper towel rolls. We’re gonna build us a double-decker track, so don’t go throwing them away just because it’s busy here okay?” He was reminding me of the four I threw in the garbage last week because I got busy behind the bar and forgot about saving them.

      “Dad,” I said sincerely. “I don’t want to work in this bar anymore.”

      He listened to me, a small frown on his face as the EMT’s began to move the gurney towards the door. “Neither do I, Boy,” I heard him whisper before he got too far away and I couldn’t hear him anymore. “Neither do I.”
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      I’ve gained eight pounds in the last two months and it’s all Nonna’s fault. JJ’s gone up a size in clothes too. It could be a normal growth spurt, or it could be all the pasta and cookies that Nonna gives him when I’m not looking. Which is a lot because Vanessa and Madeline whisk him away from me all the time and I know damn well they give him whatever he wants because he’s got them wrapped around his chubby little fingers. Even Dino can’t stay away from him. Just the other day I had to ground JJ from using the battery powered off-road vehicle that his Disney uncle bought him because they built a wooden ramp over the creek in Jesse’s backyard and kept trying to jump it.

      I don’t care if he was wearing a helmet and Dino was supervising. He’s only four. I’m still the boss.

      I love my life so much I could explode with joy.

      Dino still gets on my damn nerves daily, but he’s much easier to deal with now that Gabe has him working regular assignments. Angel met her last deadline even though she was exceedingly pissed that she missed all of our craziness, and since she found out I’m a huge Samantha Ice fan I get to beta her work before it gets published.

      Gabe was drowning in guilt over not doing a complete check on Elliot since no one, not even Gabe and Dino had known he was out of prison. He’d done the check on me but hadn’t gone any further on intel after our interview, and he’d been so wrapped up in trying to get the business up and running he just didn’t see the need. Now he was beating himself up because of the miss thinking he could have had us more secure if he would have been keeping an eye on Elliot’s whereabouts.

      I tried to tell him it wasn’t his fault. Especially since the one person who should have kept on top of it more than anyone was me, and I hadn’t even known he was out of prison. The blame should have laid on my shoulders. Gabe was a difficult man to sway though when he made his mind up about something. And even though I argued with him that we didn’t need it, and he already did too much, he still bumped my salary and gave me a bonus for doing field testing on the new watch coms. That was a pretty big reach, but Jeanette told me I was just wasting my breath arguing about it, so I set all that extra money aside in a special account for JJ. When he was old enough and decided what he wanted to do with his life—go to college or learn a trade—that money would be there for him, to help him on his way.

      Elliot really wasn’t a threat to us anymore. Actually, he hadn’t been a threat to begin with. That stupid gun he had wasn’t even loaded, and the cops said he wouldn’t have been able to shoot it anyway because it wasn’t even a real gun. It was a replica. Turns out, Elliot had lifted it, and probably fifteen other inoperable weapons from a collector across town. They looked and felt like real guns, but the firing pins had been ground down. Those guns had never been made to shoot.

      Thank God, Elliot was a dumb shit. There were so many charges pending on Elliot, he wouldn’t be getting out of jail for a long, long time. From breaking parole, the cocktail of drugs in his system, and the whole child endangerment thing to name a few, Elliot had a laundry list of problems to deal with. It didn’t make what we went through any less scary though.

      JJ has nightmares. Mostly about watching “Papa Ed” get attacked repeatedly by Elliot. I had to enroll him in therapy, but it seems to be helping. It also helps that we moved into Jesse’s big house by the golf course. Jesse had meant what he said about not working at the bar anymore. When the EMTs took Ed to the hospital Jesse didn’t open the next night. Or the night after that. We stayed at the hospital as long as they would let us—JJ would only calm down after he saw that his “Papa” was going to be okay. Nasta’s didn’t open for service again.

      That’s okay though. When he got out of the hospital, Jesse helped Ed put the bar up for sale. Rumor has it that the investor paid the debts that went along with the business as well and there was talk around the neighborhood that the Affini’s might branch out into the bakery business. It was all hush hush, but I had a feeling I knew who the benevolent buyer was. I also had a feeling Jesse would be getting a call about a job opportunity pretty soon.

      I didn’t have any proof—just a hunch.

      Since the bar sold, old Ed had to move out of his upstairs apartment. Jesse tried to get him to move back to the house with him—with us—but Ed wouldn’t do it. He said it was still too hard for him to be in that place, surrounded by the memories of his late wife. He gave us full blessings though. Telling me the house was made for a family, and he couldn’t think of a better one to live in it. That was probably the nicest thing he’d ever said to me, actually.

      Finding a new place to live wasn’t a problem for Ed anyway, since JJ and I had just vacated a small, one-bedroom apartment in a great location, with wonderful neighbors. It took about forty-five seconds for Jolene to get all up in his business, and even though she’s probably ten years older than Ed, and he swears he isn’t interested, she might be wearing him down. Jolene can be pretty persuasive when she wants to be.

      And me? I was grateful to be lying in the bed, my head resting in Jesse’s armpit, feeling his chest rise and fall next to me as he slept. I’d put JJ to bed in his own room, in the racecar bed his Uncle Dino had insisted was absolutely essential to every young boy’s childhood. I found out later it was because Dino had always wanted one growing up, and never got to have one. He’d gone to sleep in it last night for sure, but here he was anyway, curled up tight in the space between Jesse and me—sideways. One jerk of his feet and I was going to end up on the floor. Well, me or Jesse. At least I was awake. The last time JJ crawled into the bed and stretched out, he’d booted Jesse right onto the floor. He was sleeping so deeply he didn’t even wake up. Just stayed that way until the alarm went off the next morning and he woke up confused as hell next to the bed.

      I didn’t know what I did to deserve this life, but I was so very grateful. I’d moved to Toledo so many years ago for a better opportunity and had struggled and scraped just to survive. But all of those circumstances were leading me to this moment, and everything seemed trifling compared to the wide-open glow that was the future. I had my son and he was happy and healthy, and I could finally provide for him in the way he needed. I had a family. A crazy, passionate, loud family, that would always be by my side, whether I wanted them to or not. And I had Jesse. My bearded hero who still smelled like powdered sugar and the occasional cigarette that he still snuck out to the backyard to smoke when JJ wasn’t around. He’s a spectacular partner and an amazing father figure for JJ. I’d picked his name because I wanted something strong, and different from anything Elliot would have chosen for him. How could I have known then, that in the future it would be something that tied him to one of the most loving men I had ever known?

      As I was thinking these thoughts, I felt JJ stir against my side and prepared myself for those little legs and arms to shoot straight out—shoving either Jesse or me off the side of the bed. Instead, JJ’s little body was lifted in the air, and plopped gently on the other side of me, all without waking him. Strong arms rolled me over to my side and a warm leg pressed on top of my hip. “Not this time, kid,” I heard Jesse murmur as he big spooned us both, one long arm thrown over my side and JJ’s as well. He yawned, his beard sticking to the hair on my head like Velcro, and scooting back on his side of the bed to make more room, he slid us all over so JJ wouldn’t be too close to the edge and fall off.

      “Is that good, Babe?” he asked sleepily, already snoring softly again before I could even answer.

      “Yeah,” I whispered as I snuggled my butt a little closer against his stomach, stealing his warmth for my own. “It’s good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Beck the Halls

          

          A Gallery B Christmas

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The alarm hadn’t gone off yet, so I knew it wasn’t time to get up, but something pulled me from the dregs of my dreams. The room was cold, as it would be in the middle of December, and I like to keep it cooler at night because it made the blankets that much warmer. Winter made the best sleeping weather. The blankets covered my shoulders, and I snuggled up on my side with my bottom pressed against something very hard, very warm, and very much awake.

      I wiggled my butt a little only to be rewarded with a slow answering thrust, and the large hand that had been wrapped around my waist now traveled lower, burning a trail over the swell of my hip, and then lower still to rest on my thigh. The other arm I’d been resting my head on shifted and another warm hand crept around to squeeze my breast—a breast so swollen and tender that even that small touch sent shock waves through my body.

      I moaned into the dark of the room as the hand on my thigh made lazy circles on my skin; out then in, dipping between my legs to let his fingertips brush the outside v of my panties. Surrendering to the warmth of his hands I let my legs fall open, sighing as he gained the access he’d been searching for. It was such a glorious way to wake up, and it’d been so long since we’d had these kinds of tender moments—but my body needed to ruin it.

      The tickle in the back of my throat started first. Then my eyes prickled and my nose twitched. I tried to fight it off, I did, but my body wouldn’t be denied.

      “Beck I’m gonna sneeze.”

      And sneeze I did—a tiny little “achoo” in the otherwise silent room. For normal people a simple sneeze wouldn’t be a big deal. But for me, eight months pregnant and loaded down with belly, a sneeze wasn’t a bodily function. It was the catalyst to a domino effect.

      I’d never witnessed a man leave a bed so quickly.

      And he took the blankets with him.

      One minute I was snuggled up against a mountain of sexy man, burning with lust and a need to have his hands all over my body and the next I was lying on the empty bed while he stood next to it, the comforter pulled around him like a shaman’s robe. He stood there staring at me like a giant disgruntled burrito with floral trim. Maybe disgusted wasn’t the right term. Concerned?

      “Babe, do you need to go to the bathroom?” Beck held one arm out towards me and all sexy thoughts disappeared as I realized why he’d jumped from the bed so fast when I sneezed. It might not have happened this time, but one time it did. That dreaded moment in a pregnant woman’s life when she hits the gross trifecta; the sneeze that wasn’t just a sneeze, but a pin ball game of bodily functions. One time, earlier in my second trimester when I’d been sick as a dog, I’d sneezed and simultaneously threw up and peed a little.

      That had happened.

      It only had to occur once for Beck to have it imprinted on his mind because he was ready to pick me up and haul me to the bathroom at a moment’s notice.

      It was sweet. Embarrassing, but sweet.

      Teeth chattering because of the frigid temperature in the room without the blankets, I could only roll over onto my other side and cross my arms over my chest. I was only wearing a pair of panties and an extremely tight fitting camisole. My stomach and boobs had stretched so big it was the only comfortable way to sleep.

      “No, Beck. I don’t have to go to the bathroom. I’m freezing, give me back the blanket.”

      But the rolling motion had shifted the weight of my belly and put pressure on my bladder at the same time. “Never mind, I do have to go.” And I rolled across the bed, closer to where Beck stood and took the offered hand a little sheepishly. It was too hard to get out of bed by myself. Once lying down I resembled a turtle on its back more than anything else.

      One small heave later and Beck opened his blanketed arms like wings and folded me into the gentle warmth. He was big and broad and warm, and all I wanted to do was melt into those arms and snuggle for another hour or so. His hands drifted from around my back to my swollen stomach, spreading his fingers as wide as he could to cradle his unborn babies.

      “How are Thing one and Thing two this morning?” he murmured, sinking to his knees and rubbing his nose on my belly. The soft hair of his beard tickled through the cotton of my shirt, which did nothing to calm my aggravated bladder.

      “They don’t like to be called things.” As if in response the surface of my stomach rippled a bit, and I felt the tiny thump reverberate through my body and into Beck’s bearded chin.

      He stumbled back in awe, eyes round and glossy. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt the babies move, at this stage in my pregnancy they moved all the damn time, but every time was like the first time for Beck. Both of those girls had him wrapped around their tiny little baby fingers already and they hadn’t even vacated the womb yet.

      I told myself not to feel jealous about it.

      “Don’t gang up on Daddy, girls,” I whispered playfully to my distended belly while Beck grinned and kissed it, right where the tiny foot or elbow had just popped up to bop him in the chin. My bladder twinged again, and I groaned. I had zero control over my body anymore. “I still have to go pee.”

      “Hurry up and come back to bed so we can snuggle.” Beck took the blankets from around my shoulders and dive bombed the bed. I winced at the creaking and groaning I heard coming from underneath the mattress. He’d already broken it once just by sleeping on it, he was such a big guy. I didn’t want to have to explain to the warranty company that he’d done it twice. It probably wouldn’t fly a second time. But he was in a playful mood this morning and I didn’t want to waste it, so I did my business and washed my hands as quickly as I could, hurrying to get back under the covers and under the hot hands of my waiting man.

      I’d just hung the hand towel back on the rack when I heard the bleating sounds of the alarm going off, signaling the start of another busy day.

      Dammit. The moment was gone.
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      “Moo. Moooooo. Moo.”

      I shook my head to clear it—I had to be hearing things. It was thirty degrees in Northwest Ohio and even though we had rural areas, this was not one of them.  Also, this was the Wabash Cannonball walking trail—there were no cows here.

      “Moo.”

      There it was again.

      “Stop mooing at me Bailey, you rude ass.”

      “Then stop ignoring me when I’m talking to you, Regina. It’s hard enough when you walk behind the chair, I can’t see your face to know you aren’t paying attention.”

      She had a point. I couldn’t say when I had actually stopped paying attention to her; I’d just been lumbering slowly behind her wheelchair, pretending I was pushing it while she chattered away. We’d started these walks to keep me physically active while my body started packing away the pounds needed to grow Beck’s two monster sized babies, but at this point I was using her chair as more of a walker than anything. Also her wheelchair was electric, so she just had to push the button and drag me behind.

      I let go of the handles and waddled beside her; she slowed her roll a bit to match my pace so we could talk next to each other as we continued down the trail. “What’s on your mind, chicken?” Bailey rarely called people by their names; there was usually some weird nickname involved. Mine happened to be chicken. She said it was the first word that popped into her head when she saw me, which happened to be when I was declaring my undying love to her brother in front of an auditorium full of twelve step strangers. I don’t know what the hell about that reminded her of a chicken, but it had stuck, and it was our thing now.

      “I’m starting to wig out.” Bailey’s bark of laughter surprised me enough that I stopped walking and she had to back her wheelchair up a little to come back to me.

      “It’s kind of late in the game for cold feet isn’t it?”

      “I don’t have cold feet,” I said, and I could tell by the corner of her mouth quirking that she didn’t quite believe me. “I don’t have cold feet. I’m excited for the girls to be born. The house is ready and we have the birth plan all set up. The babies are not what have me freaking out. Beck does.”

      All traces of mirth left Bailey’s face and her face clouded over. “Are you and Beck having problems?” She sounded terrified.

      “No, not between the two of us anyway,” I was quick to reassure her. Bailey had a heart as big as an ocean, but she absorbed other people’s problems, and knowing that about her I couldn’t let her think that there was some issue between her brother and I. “No it’s more like…scheduling? Does that make sense? I feel like the babies are coming right after the holidays and Beck and I already barely have time to see each other.” I knew the exact date the babies were coming because we had already scheduled it with Dr. Avery.  Between the position of the babies and a couple other issues I had farther along in my pregnancy, we thought it would be best to schedule the induction. I wasn’t going to argue—Dr. Avery knew what she was doing; it was me that had never done this before.

      “Yeah, I agree with you on that point, he should be spending way more time at home,” Bailey agreed, pulling on the blonde braid that poked underneath her royal blue beanie. “He’s been almost frantic lately, trying to get all of his appointments crammed into the next few weeks so he can take time off when the babies are born and not leave his clients in the lurch.”

      His clients. Beck was a very sought after tattoo artist, and he owned the Gallery B art gallery and tattoo parlor. Apparently, and I didn’t know this until after we started seeing each other, he was kind of famous in the Toledo area, and had a waiting list months out for his work. “He does have someone coming to fill in for him after the girls come, but he isn’t going to be able to get here until right before they’re born.”

      “Fill in for him? I just thought he would slow down appointments for a while and leave Cody and Chessie to run the gallery and piercing appointments.” Other people were walking the trail and Bailey noticed them skirting around us so she moved her chair forward again. I had no choice but to heave my ass after her. Chessie was our receptionist and office manager while Cody was our certified piercer. He was an apprentice artist, but he wasn’t doing his own tattoo work yet and wouldn’t be for a while.

      “See, I thought they could handle it too. It’s certainly not a money issue—but I don’t know—he seems really excited to have Gin coming in to take care of things so I didn’t question it.”

      Bailey stopped so quickly her wheels slid on the slight crust of icy condensation on the trail and I grabbed the handles of her chair to keep from toppling over myself. I didn’t have time to dwell on the fact that I almost just busted my eight month pregnant ass on the concrete because Bailey’s smile lit up the afternoon sky and she shrieked, “Gin is coming home? Little Gin? Oh my God, Chicken! Best. Christmas. Ever.”

      I had no idea who this Gin was. He sounded like just an industry friend Beck had made, but obviously there was a deeper connection based on Bailey’s reaction. Other than thinking he had an incredibly interesting name I knew nothing about him.

      “No wonder Beck is going bananas getting things ready at the B,” Bailey continued, tugging on her braid again like she did when she was excited. “Gin is coming home, I’m so glad.” She wasn’t even talking to me anymore but whispering into her own lap, a serene smile on her face and her eyes glossed over with memories.

      “Do you think things will calm down after the girls are born?” I asked, bringing the conversation back around to my favorite topic—my twin baby girls.

      “Hell no.”

      “Damn Bailey, can’t you just lie to make me feel better?”

      “Hell no.”

      And then she laughed, proving what a sadistic little biddy she was and not at all like the serene angel I had thought her to be from the painting that was hanging on my wall. Beauty sleeping. More like Harpy harping, I thought.

      I sighed and then brightened as I spied the parking lot ahead. The parking lot was where we started and if we had made our round trip already, then the parking lot meant the end of our walk. It wasn’t long, but with the extra fifty pounds I had put on during this pregnancy my hips didn’t handle two miles like they used to. Sometimes I wished I had a wheelchair to ride, but I could never say that in front of Bailey. My legs worked, so I used them. All my aches and pains were par for the course as I grew my two beautiful babies inside me. A year ago I was being cheated on by my long-term boyfriend, working a thankless job in a shit industry and thinking I was adulting just fine.

      I didn’t know anything.

      “Do you think we worked hard enough to warrant hot chocolate with extra whipped cream on top and a brownie?” My ears perked up at the word “brownie.” I mean hot chocolate was good and all but brownie was a magic word.

      “Only if you promise not to nark me out to Beck anymore. Ever since I failed the one hour glucose test, he’s been up my ass about watching my sugar. You’re the mouth, not me.” The last time she slipped up about our after walk treats Beck nagged me in the car the whole way home. If he tried to control what I did for the good of the babies one more time I was gonna shove a brownie right in his face. Then I’d probably lick it off him because brownies shouldn’t be wasted and even though he got on my nerves when he was overprotective I still loved his stupid ruggedly handsome face.

      “It was one time, let it go.” Bailey laughed again, but I wasn’t kidding.

      “Look, your brother doesn’t hover over you to make sure you aren’t about to injure your delicate self—” Bailey cut me off before I could finish my sentence.

      “Ha! He sure did. He was up my ass constantly before you came along. I have a custom vehicle made just for me and he still wanted to drive me everywhere instead of letting me drive myself. He’s your caretaker now. No take—backsies.” I had to agree with her, she did have a pretty sweet ride; all electric with buttons instead of pedals. Bailey could take care of herself for sure. “He’s a natural caretaker, Regina.” I knew she was being serious because she didn’t call me chicken this time. “It’s how he shows his love. Just wait, in a month or so it’s going to be the twins he’s smothering with affection and you’ll wish he was paying attention to you instead.”

      She was right, I knew it, but she still better not nark me out on the brownies.
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      “You know, I never thought I would look forward to a woman getting in my pants as much I enjoy our visits.”

      Dr. Avery lifted a single eyebrow and deadpanned over the rim of her black framed glasses. “Pervert.”

      “Ever since ninth grade, Bitch.”

      Most likely this wasn’t how normal doctor-patient relationships went but since I’ve known her since before there was a Dr. in front of her name and also got drunk and threw up at her bachelorette party twelve years ago I liked to think we have a special bond. And right now that special bond included her being the person that was going to deliver my babies, come hell or high water.

      “Everything looks good, Regina.” Doc stood up from the stool she had perched on while she dug around in my nethers and threw her latex gloves in the garbage. “There’s definitely two babies in there; sprawled all over and looking comfortable.” She pulled my gown back down over my knees and helped me up into a sitting position while I slid my ankles out of the stirrups and swung my legs over the side, letting my legs dangle off the side of the exam table. “Everything’s golden and we’re still on track for induction next month.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Now remember, I’m going to be gone for two weeks starting next Friday. If you need to come in for anything, Dr. Skelton will be on call to help you.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “No, you can’t leave me.” She told me to remember, but I had completely forgotten she was going on vacation. “Leslie, cancel it. You can’t leave me.”

      Leslie looked at me like I had two heads. “Knock it off, weirdo, you know my baby brother is getting married in Hawaii. We’ve had this trip scheduled for two years. I had the resort booked before you got knocked up so chill out. First of all, you don’t even have a scheduled appointment in the time that I’m going to be gone. You don’t start your weekly checks until I get back, what’s got you all freaked out all of a sudden?”

      “I’m scared.” It was such a small word, but had such huge meaning. There had to be a bigger word to encapsulate the gaping hole of dread that was opening inside of me, trying to crawl its way out of my throat, but scared was all I could think of. All I could say.

      Dr. Avery jotted a couple of notes onto her clipboard and I vaguely thought how weird it was to see her writing on a clipboard when just about everything was computerized these days before she hopped up on the exam table next to me and put her arm around my shoulders.

      “Regina, it’s completely normal to be scared. It’s your first baby—and you’re having twins. You have no idea what you’re doing and everyone is probably throwing their best advice in your face. But I’m here to tell you, I deliver babies every week, sometimes every day. There isn’t a wrong way to do it. Those babies are coming whether you induce, or whether you are standing in the grocery store buying eggs. No matter what, you are becoming a parent—so freaking out about it now changes nothing. How is Beck handling things?”

      The mention of Beck’s name brought on the waterworks.

      “He’s fantastic—when he’s home. I know he’s doing his best to get things ready for when the babies come, but he’s always gone. He always has commitments to everyone else and while I knew that coming in to this it’s really hard to deal with when I’m so close to popping. He loves me and he’s excited for the twins as much as I am, but I feel so all alone.” I smashed the backs of my hands against my eyes angrily. God, I hated how much I was crying lately; I was turning into a Grade A wuss. Jeremiah would have called me a “weeping vagina,” of course, but I didn’t work with that asshole anymore so I shouldn’t even be thinking about him at all.

      I wonder how he liked that bag of dicks I had anonymously sent to his office?

      The arm around my shoulder tightened, and my old friend squeezed my shoulder affectionately. Jesus she probably had to do this kind of thing all the time. What the hell was I even crying about? Oh, waaaa, I have a loving partner and I’m in great condition about to have two heathy babies. Cry me a river.

      “Look Regina,” Dr. Avery hopped off the table and moved to stand in front of me, grabbing both of my hands in hers and giving another gentle squeeze. “You are a very disciplined person and you live by routine. You’ve always been that way. I know damn well you have your birth plan written out completely down to what’s going to be in your hospital bag because I sat next to you while you wrote it. I wouldn’t be surprised if you had it notarized.”

      I laughed because she was right. I was a very neat and orderly person. Mostly. At least I was before I met Beck. He had such a large presence in my life that I found it natural to give in to the safe feelings he brought out in me and let go of the reins a little. Until I found out I was pregnant—with twins. I guess I had been a bit of a tyrant when it came to the birth plan.

      “We have a plan, a backup plan, and a triple backup plan,” Dr. Avery continued. “At this point there’s nothing left to do but wait. Honestly Regina,” Dr. Avery let go of my hands so she could push her glasses back up her nose from where they had slid down. “I think you might want to cut Beck a little slack. A lot of fathers get very minimal time off when their children are born if any at all. He’s planning on giving up his appointments for three months and handing the reins of his business off for someone else to handle. That’s a massive amount of trust and love; for you and for the children.”

      Her words hit my heart like a hammer and I felt like a giant shit sandwich for even complaining.

      “I’m not trying to push him away, but I might be stressing him out now that you mention it.” He wouldn’t say anything to me about it if I was, but looking back on the last few weeks I probably had been a bit whiny. “Maybe I should do something nice for Beck, for working so hard to get things ready for the twins. Maybe I could pamper him for an evening?”

      “Yeah, okay, before you get into what that pampering might entail I’m going to call this appointment complete.” Dr. Avery handed me the clothes I had folded on the little stool next to the exam table. “I’ll see you in two weeks, Regina. Everything is going to be fine, you’ll see. You’re in the best place you can be.”

      The door made a light snicking sound as she closed it quietly behind her. I heard her voice trail cheerfully down the hallway as she greeted her next appointment in the exam room two doors down. She’s right, I thought as I went through the laborious process of pulling my pants back on and pulling on my snow boots, I really am in the very best place I can be.
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      Everything sucked and Beck could go straight to hell.

      I spent a lot of time while she was on vacation thinking about Dr. Avery’s words to me. I wanted to do something to help bridge the gap between Beck and I, but nothing was going right.  I mean, it was my fault for forgetting but damn it there I was standing in my kitchen, wearing my sexiest maternity pajama pants and last clean camisole, an oven mitt in one hand and holding my cell phone in the other. On the other end of the phone my sexy, big hearted boyfriend was speaking in calm, even tones which, even for him was a bit difficult considering he sounded like a trombone when he spoke. That low bass normally caused little electric shocks to travel from my fingertips right to my crotch, but today I just wanted to punch him in his sexy bearded face.

      “Regina, it’s on the shared calendar. I have volunteer hours tonight. I’m going there straight from the shop tonight, I thought you knew?”

      I did know. At least I should have known, but my brain was so messed up lately with prepping for the babies I didn’t even think to look at the calendar. And yesterday was Wednesday, which was family night; the night that everyone met for the Bailey’s Choice meeting. I got a pass because it was hard for me to sit in those little auditorium chairs without my legs swelling up and my back hurting, but everyone else in our little group was there. After all, that’s where I got to know most of them. I couldn’t be upset with Beck for going to those meetings either considering he was the catalyst for change for many of the people there. The group, started by his sister Bailey after her struggle with prescription pain medication, was a safe place for many people recovering from substance abuse. And in some cases, the only thing tying them to a world of health and mental wellbeing.

      I would never be jealous of the time he spent there. Those people were my family too, blood be damned.

      But that was yesterday and today was the day I was going to seduce Beck with my cooking, if not my seriously pregnant body, and reclaim some of that close connection that had been missing for the last few weeks. But he wasn’t coming home, and I had an oven full of spinach dip and a bottle of sparkling grape juice chilling on the counter.

      “Hello? Regina, are you still there? You aren’t mad right?”

      Ugh. Of course I wasn’t mad—at him anyway. I was pretty irritated with myself though.

      “Remind me of what you’re doing tonight?” I breathed deeply through my nostrils to keep my voice nice and even.  I couldn’t for the life of me remember, but it was probably something incredibly thoughtful and big hearted. For a man as big as a barn door that looked like he ate criminals for breakfast, he sure did have a heart for giving. I selfishly wished he was giving a little more of himself to me.

      “Playing dress up at Lucas County Children Services.”

      Oh shit, that’s right. Santa.

      Beck had been the LCCS Santa for eight years running. It was actually a huge deal, and I was a complete and utter idiot for forgetting about it. He’d told me he looked forward to it every year because he’d worked really closely with the organization when he was younger. He didn’t elaborate on the story, but I knew it was important to him.

      “Ahh, I’m sorry!  I was supposed to take your suit out of the closet and de-wrinkle it for you. I didn’t do any of that.” I slapped the oven mitt down on the counter in disgust. Maybe it was me that needed to stop and think about being less detached.

      Instead of a sigh of irritation, Beck’s warm laughter filled the line. It rolled over my body in waves, reminding me of how I got to be this big and pregnant in the first place. Every one of my senses reacted to Beck; my body just loved the sound of his voice.

      “I handled it while you were sleeping.”

      “Which time?” I slept a lot these days.

      “When you were passed out in the recliner last night. You looked like you were having trouble getting comfortable so I didn’t want to wake you up. It’s not a problem, babe, I took care of it.”

      I’d been having a lot of trouble with comfort considering my girth put a lot of pressure on my joints. My hip would pop out of place a lot and so I slept fitfully. If it was a really bad night I generally got out of bed and slept in the recliner. He was right; last night had been a hard night. And instead of reminding me to take care of something I had already said I was going to do, he added it to his own growing list of chores because he didn’t want to wake me.

      I don’t deserve this man.

      “That’s not the reason I called you though,” Beck’s voice had gone low, like he was telling me something he didn’t want overheard.

      Oh, God please don’t give me bad news. My heart plummeted to the ground.

      “Chessie is probably on her way over right now.”

      “What? Right now?” Not that it was a problem; I loved the little blonde receptionist at Gallery B. “Shouldn’t she be at the shop for a few more hours?”

      There was a slight pause on the line before he replied. “I sent her home early. She needs . . . some time away.” That didn’t sound good.

      “Beck, what happened with Chessie?” There was something he wasn’t telling me and from his hesitation it wasn’t anything good.

      “She’s in full breakdown mode, Regina. Last night at the meeting, Cody announced that he’s leaving town—effective immediately. She seemed to take it okay at the meeting in front of everyone else, but it was pretty clear today that she is in no way fine.”

      “Beck, I don’t understand so you need to explain it to me slowly so I do. Where the hell is Cody going, and why would he think it was okay for Chessie to find out he was leaving by announcing it at a meeting?” I always thought those two were three steps and a deep breath away from being a couple. For Cody to up and leave meant there were some blanks that needed filling in. And no shit Chessie was having a breakdown over it. What the hell?

      “Why do you think she’s coming here?” I had additional questions but they all fought for dominance and that was the one that chose to come out of my mouth.

      “Um . . . well, you’re the queen of breakdowns so . . .” There was no arguing that—especially not with him. I had lost my shit in the most epic way in front of him, Chessie, Bailey and Jesus when we had first started dating. He’d jokingly told me since that it was in that moment, when I was babbling my apology into the microphone like a lunatic, that he knew he loved me.

      A shrill noise interrupted our conversation. I’d always meant to disconnect that damned doorbell, it sounded like a wild animal was being tortured on my doorstep but since hardly anyone ever rang it, I kept forgetting about it until moments like this, when someone did.

      “Beck. Did you send Chessie here so she could have her meltdown outside of the shop?” Way to pass the buck.

      “Regina, I sent her there so she wouldn’t be alone. And I know that you will be gentle with her and I can finish work knowing that she’s safe. She’s a mess, babe. She needs a lady friend and there’s no lady better than my lady.”

      Well, when he put it that way.

      “I’m eating all the spinach dip,” I said as I walked towards the door and the buzzer rang again.

      “What spinach dip?” But I didn’t answer him, just clicked to disconnect the call and set my phone on the counter.
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      Hot mess express—population one. Holy shit, Chessie was in dire straits. When I saw her a few days ago she’d been a spunky short girl in her early twenties with an infectious laugh and a penchant for wearing jeans that were two sizes too big and all of her long sleeve shirts had holes in the wrists so she could poke her thumbs through.

      The girl that burst through my door when I opened it had aged considerably and looked like she’d just woken up from a medically induced coma. In short, she looked awful.

      “Chessie, Jesus Christ come in, what in the world happened to you?” I don’t know what I expected her to say but I couldn’t figure out what she actually did reply with because her sobs were too loud and punctuated by hiccups. The kind of hiccups you get when you’ve already exhausted your body’s supply of tears and were now trying desperately to suck in the oxygen you needed to survive but your respiratory system wasn’t equipped to keep up with the daunting task.

      I had been preparing for a night of eating and loving and pretending I wasn’t about to pop. I was not prepared for the absolute bundle of despair that blew through my doorway with gale force winds and was currently huddled on my couch, knees pulled into her chest with her face buried in the cushions.

      This was mothering on a whole different level than I had ever experienced. But I shut the front door, and for some reason locked it. Not because I was concerned that someone might come in, but more so because this was a desperation of such magnitude that it required complete privacy, and the clicking of the lock on my front door signified a shield of safety where Chessie could feel completely at ease to either tell me what was wrong, or fall apart completely.

      After all, hadn’t I done the very same thing more times than I could count? On the same couch even—and underneath the same painting of Beauty Sleeping that still hung in the same spot on the wall, its corner still slightly dented in front where Beck had tried to rip the frame right off the hanger. My chest tightened at the thought of all the pain I had been holding inside at the time, and the pain that was leaking out of Chessie with every tear and every hitch of her breath.

      Twenty minutes, a box of tissues and two glasses of sparkling grape juice later and I had a vague idea of what had brought on the hysteria.

      “So let me get this straight, Cody got on stage and announced to everyone at the meeting that he was taking an apprenticeship on the West Coast and leaving.” Chessie nodded, her eyes looking huge and even more vividly green than usual underneath the magnification of her tears. Red splotches marred her otherwise pallid skin giving her face a very pixie like quality. “Is that not a good thing?” I asked, not sure whether it was okay to be sad for Chessie but also happy for Cody at the same time.

      Cody was the licensed piercer at Gallery B, but he was also an apprentice tattoo artist and a very talented artist in his own right. Beck had taken him under his wing but with the babies coming I knew that he wouldn’t be able to devote the time to Cody that he needed to grow his craft. My heart bled at Chessie’s obvious pain but it also rejoiced at what was clearly a wonderful opportunity for Cody.

      Chessie scrubbed her hands over her already dry eyes, not really to wipe away any tears but most likely just to have something to do with them as she was incredibly anxious and agitated. “He could apprentice anywhere, Regina. He had other offers. It’s not like we didn’t talk about what he wanted to do after the babies came and Beck didn’t have the time anymore.”

      Okay.

      “Then tell me what happened,” I told Chessie as I patted her awkwardly on the arm from my position next to her on the couch. I would have to do this many more times in the future with my own two daughters, so I’d best get in all the practice giving advice that I could. Not that I was so awesome at it because my track record showed I failed at life more often than not. “Because from where I’m sitting he made a good personal decision for himself, just maybe didn’t pick the appropriate time or place to announce it.”

      Drawing in a deep shaky breath, Chessie finally pulled her arms away from her knees and stretched her legs out until her feet touched the floor. Turning to face me fully for the first time since she barreled through the door, she worried her lip between her teeth in a sawing motion. It was something she had done often, I could tell from the fresh scabbing and the cracked skin of her lips.

      “The whole thing is my fault.”

      Maybe pregnancy body was sapping my brain cells but I still didn’t follow. What was her fault, Cody’s great new opportunity?

      “It’s my fault he’s going so far away and it’s my fault he’s leaving so soon. Regina—it’s all my fault. I fucked up. I fucked up so hard.” Up went the knees again as she wrapped her arms around her legs and buried her face behind her hands. I had an overwhelming urge to pull at her feet until she sprang back open like a jack in the box but I refrained. Barely.

      “Chesapeake,” I said firmly, using her entire name to get her full attention. “Tell me what you mean.” Twinges of pain were slipping up my spine, and I just didn’t have the frame of mind or patience to deal with riddles. If she didn’t lift her head and look at me while she was talking I was going to pull her face up by way of a handful of her wavy blonde hair.

      Whoa. That’s harsh, even for me.

      I wasn’t feeling very good. I was uncomfortable and easily irritated, but that was no reason to be short with Chessie, so I took a steadying breath, shifted my weight a bit on the couch to ease the pressure on my spine and started again.

      “Chess, what happened.? Tell me why you think it’s your fault.”

      She did lift her face then, and the raw agony in her eyes stole the breath from my lungs. Whatever it was, she was sorely regretting it.

      “We had sex. Cody and I, we . . . he spent the night at my apartment and I . . . I kicked him out afterwards.”

      Oh finally. Finally those two bumped uglies. We’d all been fucking waiting, laying bets, waiting for that shit to happen. It was better than fantasy football, the bets we had going about those two.

      Wait, what? She kicked him out? I didn’t even know how to respond to that so I didn’t, hoping she would elaborate. Thank God she did because what an awkward stopping point.

      “Regina, Cody is so perfect. He’s amazing. He’s . . . clean. He treats me like a princess, and as a lover he’s just . . .” Thankfully she stopped there, because as someone who’s about ten years or more their senior, I didn’t need to hear the particulars of Cody’s bedroom skills. But bully for them. Although I didn’t really reward Beck with a kick out of the house after a night of mind blowing sex, maybe I was just doing it wrong. Was there a manual or something I should be reading?

      “Regina, I used to turn tricks for smack. I would give blow jobs in a parking lot if it meant getting the needle in my vein. That’s a whole different kind of sex than what I had with Cody. I woke up and saw him sleeping next to me and I just . . . lost my shit. I mean he’s so pure. What if some of what makes me so filthy rubs off on him? I can’t. I can’t handle that.”

      I thought back to my first meeting with Cody. To his easy going manner, his multiple facial piercings and his full sleeve tattoos. Super pure. “So you made him leave.” Oh boy. I slid a hand behind my sore back and rubbed my knuckle hard over my pants line. Fuck, my back was really beginning to hurt.

      “Yeah. I just had like, an episode. I couldn’t even control myself. I just wanted to throw him in the shower and scrub until all the parts of him that were tainted by me were free from stains. But that’s fucking crazy, right?” She looked at me and I schooled my face to remain impassive.

      Yes Chessie, I thought to myself. That is fucking crazy. But I wouldn’t say that to her because I had sat in that dark auditorium while she stood on the stage, shakily holding the microphone and pouring her soul into my ears. She’d lived crazy. I didn’t get to judge her for shit.

      “When did this happen?”

      “Last weekend,” she answered, and her voice no longer shook and her eyes were no longer wet. Her face was a portrait of grief, a woman in mourning. “He acted like nothing had happened at work, and then three days later he gets on stage and tells everyone he’s taking the California internship and he’s leaving right away. He quit Gallery B, Regina. He didn’t come in today. And you know what? Beck knew. He told Beck but he didn’t tell me. I found out when he got up on that stage. I didn’t have a chance to apologize. To say I didn’t mean it. To explain myself. He’s fucking gone and my chest hurts and my head hurts and I feel like my soul has been ripped from my body. He took parts of me with him Regina.” Her face was twisted in a mask of absolute agony. I could feel it. The giant hole inside of her. The heart that Cody had unwittingly stolen and packed with his belongings. “He’s gone and so am I. I don’t know how to be anymore. I don’t know what to do.”

      She didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t that long ago that I fucked up on a grand scale. Hell, she’d been there when I’d done it. But the difference was, I had been able to fix it. I had been able to find Beck, and through the process of public humiliation, I had been able to right the wrong. Chessie didn’t have that chance. I closed my eyes, scrambling for words of maturity and healing—but I had nothing. Rubbing my hands again on my back I leaned forward, eyes still closed, trying to will away the pain and clear my head so I could be there for my young friend.

      “Um, Regina, did you spill your drink?”

      My eyes popped open. I had not expected her to say that but I didn’t know what she was talking about, my glass was still half full on the table in front of me.

      “Chessie, what are you talking about?”

      Here emerald green eyes were wide, but there was a different look to them now. Instead of agony and emotional defeat there lurked excitement and fear. “Regina, look down,” she whispered.

      The cushion underneath me, the crotch of my pajama pants, and even a little of the carpet in front of the couch was currently saturated, the stain of wetness radiating out from where I sat like a bullseye. My back seized painfully once more.

      “Chessie, I think my water just broke.”
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      It’s absolutely amazing how the mind works. One minute Chessie was having the biggest freak out of her life and the next she was calmly putting a bath towel across the passenger seat of her car and trying to lure me into it like it was a van full of candy.

      “I can probably drive myself to the hospital.” I frowned at my phone as I got Beck’s voicemail. Again. Not that I was surprised. It was seven in the evening. Right about now he was probably Ho Ho Ho-ing at the children’s shelter and asking all the kids what they wanted for Christmas. Santa Claus probably had his phone on silent.

      “You aren’t driving yourself to the hospital, just get in the car. Do you have a bag you need to bring? Should you call your doctor?”

      I glanced from my phone and back to the sky blue Volkswagen Beetle that I highly doubted I would be able to get into and sighed. “My doctor is probably on her flight home from Hawaii right now and I’m not due for my induction for like—four weeks. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing and to be honest I can’t remember one single thing I’m supposed to be doing besides going to the hospital.” That was one thing I was certain of. No matter if you are having contractions or not, and I was not, once that water breaks there’s only one thing to do—get your ass to the hospital.

      “Chessie, I don’t think I can get into your car.” I eyed the open passenger door dubiously. Strangely enough I wasn’t freaking out. My back hurt but I wasn’t in any other kind of pain, and I didn’t have the sense of urgency I thought I would. It was laughable, really. “I seriously don’t think I can get in there, it’s too small.”

      Chessie had talked me out of getting in the shower before we went to the hospital, but I did change my clothes, and a sense of calm slid over my body as I made my first firm decision as a mother.

      “Chessie, let’s take my car. I’ll drive.”

      “Was there booze in that juice you had earlier?” Chessie stopped in front of the driver’s side door and peered at me suspiciously over the top of the car. She wore only a purple zip-up fleece in the December cold even though she’d mother henned me into putting on my winter coat before we ran out the door. “Regina. You’re having your babies. Maybe not today because I know this process takes time, but the party has started and you are in no condition to drive. Get in the fucking car.”

      Okay.

      I didn’t so much as slide into the tiny front seat as fall in, and I needed Chessie to help me get the seat belt fastened since I had to pretty much fold myself in half to get seated. I’m not kidding; my knees and my belly both touched the dashboard. If we got in so much as a fender bender I was done for.

      This is not a family car.

      Chessie interrupted the thoughts of a madwoman and thankfully kept me from thinking and other ridiculous thoughts. “Since we are going to Toledo Hospital I’ll jump on the E-way and we should be there in fifteen minutes. I called Bailey while you were changing so she should meet us there. I’m guessing you couldn’t get ahold of Beck—did you leave him a message?”

      A message? Had I left him a message? I knew I called him twice but I couldn’t remember if I even said anything on his voicemail.

      “Regina? Hey, Regina, are you okay?”

      Was I okay? I didn’t know. I felt strangely calm, more so than I had felt in the last month. I was going into labor with twins pretty early, earlier than even my doctor thought, Beck wasn’t home and my doctor wasn’t going to be at the hospital to deliver the baby. It was pretty much my nightmare scenario, but instead of freaking out I was just . . . I don’t know . . . there.

      “Do I need to stop this car?” Chessie’s voice had taken on a hint of hysteria, and I realized I’d been having an internal monologue and hadn’t said a word in response to her questions.

      “Sorry, no I’m fine. I probably shouldn’t be fine but weirdly enough I’m okay. You know you hear about people going into labor and having their kids in bathrooms and taxis but the reality is that kind of stuff is pretty rare. We can rush to the hospital but it’s probably going to be a while before I go into active labor—if I even go into labor.”

      “What do you mean if?”

      “I mean sometimes it’s a false alarm. I could get put on bedrest or get an IV but it isn’t unheard of to have false labor and get sent home from the hospital. These girls still have some baking to do after all.” I rubbed my belly, which was currently pushed into my knees as I all but squatted in the front seat of Chessie’s clown car.

      “Your water broke, Regina,” Chessie said as she smoothly merged onto the interstate. “The ball is rolling. They can’t just push the babies back up once they start coming out.”

      “How do you know?”  She was probably right but it just sounded so stupid I had to laugh.

      “Let’s just call it an educated guess. Now, can you please leave Beck a message so he knows where you are and doesn’t come home to an empty house?” Chessie had a point.

      I pushed the button on my phone and waited until Beck’s voicemail message told me in his grumbly tones to “please leave me a message—or don’t.”  My back chose that exact moment to spasm again, and this time it was a great, wrenching pain that traveled from my tail bone all the way up to my shoulders and around the front. My stomach tightened painfully and at the same time my gorge rose. It hurt so bad I felt like I was going to puke.

      “Fuck me!” I screamed, and scared Chessie so bad the car veered over, almost onto the shoulder. The sound of the rumble strips filled the car as Chessie regained control of the vehicle.

      “Holy shit, what?”

      My phone had slid from my hand and down my side, getting wedged in the crack between the seat and the floorboards. I fished around for a minute but had to give up when my stomach heaved again.

      “Oh God, it hurts so bad.” I grabbed the ‘oh shit’ handle above the passenger window and tried to use it to adjust my body but I was crammed in too tight.

      “What hurts?” Chessie begged for more information.

      “All of it. Everything hurts. This car isn’t safe, I want out.” I was babbling now, but the pain in my back was impossible to ignore, and I curled my fingers around the handle and pulled, yanking it clean off the car door it had been anchored to. “Oh my God, I broke your car, Chessie.”

      To her credit she didn’t even look at me, just pushed her foot down on that pedal a little harder and kept her eyes grimly on the road. Almost as quickly as the pain had come it was gone, and I tried to replace the handle from where I had pulled it free, but the screws wouldn’t go back in the screw holes. I had to let the handle drop to the floor, probably right next to my phone, where I couldn’t reach it and didn’t have to look at it anymore.

      “Whoa, that was rough,” I said as I filled my lungs with air catching little blue rectangle signs on the side of the road out of the corner of my eye. The signs with the giant white “H” on them that signified we were closing in on the hospital.

      That ride went fast.

      “I’m going to pull around to the Emergency Room entrance. I’ll pull right up to the front and have whoever’s working grab a wheelchair.” Chessie was already taking the exit and pulling onto the private road that would take us directly to the medical campus.

      “Nope, that’s not right. I’m supposed to go right to the maternity ward. It’s on the third floor—except there’s construction on the second floor so we have to take the elevator to the fifth floor, go around the corner and take another elevator back down to the third.” I remembered from when Beck and I had done our walk through a couple of weeks before. The hospital was a mess in construction, but I had made both of us memorize the route so we wouldn’t get lost the day we had to come in.

      “Screw your mental map,” Chessie mumbled as she swung the Beetle to the left, towards the glowing red ‘Emergency,’ sign. “You had pain so bad you ripped a piece of my car off with your bare hands. Then you want me to take some hill jack back road through a hospital I’ve never been to, to get you to the third floor? You gonna walk all that way? Those babies are eating your brains, we’re going through the ER.” As if to hammer home her point she drifted that sky blue bug right in front of those double doors like she was driving a getaway car. She left the keys in the ignition and slid out of the car so fast the Duke Brothers would have been proud and she left me in the passenger seat as she ran through the doors waving her arms.
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      Never in my life had I gotten serviced so fast as when Chessie went flailing in through those automatic double doors, the sleeves of her jacket slapping over her arms like one of those wacky waving inflatable tube men that car dealerships were so fond of using. They could have even passed her going in the two orderlies were at the passenger side of the car so fast, opening the door and gently prying me out of the seat. It happened so quickly I could have sworn I heard a “pop” as I was freed from the vehicle but that couldn’t be right. Most likely I was losing my mind.

      I didn’t even have time to feel the cold air of the outside before I was whisked into the hospital by the two very capable young men in olive green scrubs. Chessie was talking to someone at the registration desk as we whizzed on by, and I had the presence of mind to snag the back of her shirt, sans jacket, and holler, “I don’t need the emergency room; I’m supposed to go to maternity.” We’d been moving at a pretty good clip so when I grabbed Chessie’s shirt I actually pulled her backward pretty hard, yanking her off her feet and sending her crashing down on her butt. The squeaky yelp of pain might have been cute if I hadn’t been so worried that I had just busted her tailbone.

      The wheelchair stopped and one of the orderlies went back to help Chessie to her feet. “Oh Chessie, I’m so sorry.” I covered my face with my hands and peeked through my fingers at her.

      “Lady you’re on your way to maternity already,” the young broad-shouldered orderly who still had his hands on the back of my chair told me. “We weren’t going to take you into the emergency room.”

      “Yeah, this kind of thing happens all the time. No matter what they tell you ahead of time—the pregnant ladies always go to the emergency room instead of the maternity ward. It’s fine, we’ve got you.” The younger of the two orderlies helped Chessie to her feet and smiled kindly.

      “We’re idiots, aren’t we?” I asked drily before another wave of pain, smaller than the ones I’d had previously, rippled across my abdomen and stole my breath away.

      “No, you’re a ham-handed butt face. I’m awesome.” Chessie had a point. I had just thrown her to the ground—sac the quarterback—style, and all she had done was get me to the hospital quickly.

      “If you’re going right up I’m going to go move my car because I’m blocking the entrance. I’ll meet you up there—if I can find it from your awful directions.” The young orderly standing next to her visibly winced and I could tell this was a sore spot with the hospital employees.

      “I don’t even bother trying to explain it anymore. Doug, you take the nice lady up to the maternity ward, I’ll walk her friend up after she moves her car. Trust me,” he said, glancing from me to Chessie, “it’s much easier this way.”

      I decided to take his word for it, and silently agreed with him as the other orderly maneuvered me through the labyrinth of the hospital to avoid the floor with construction.

      “Doug, I bet you spend a lot of your time comforting hysterical women on this route don’t you?” My cheeks were hot with embarrassment and I tried to shrink down smaller in my chair as the orderly smoothly navigated out the second elevator and down the hall towards the wooden double doors that signified the maternity ward.

      “Not as many as you might think, by the time most ladies get to this point they’re just happy to get the show on the road.” Doug chuckled behind me and I smiled in response. I felt a little safer with someone who knew what they were doing even if it was just getting me through the maze of hospital corridors. “It’s the dads you have to watch out for. Nine months give or take of holding it together and all it takes is the first cry of pain out of the mamas to have them unraveling completely. We guys can’t handle it—you ladies are stronger than we are.”

      I thought of Beck and grinned. I’d never seen him lose his shit. The closest I’d seen Beck of being unsettled was when he’d run several miles after his truck got a flat tire just to see me. I had no doubt my big strong man would hold up just fine through the entire ordeal—if he made it here on time. Doug paused outside the double doors to the maternity ward and pushed the buzzer to open the doors and I heard a familiar voice from the waiting room to the left of me.

      “Hey look, we have matching rides now. Mine’s a little more high tech though considering yours is an analog.”

      “Bailey? What are you doing here?” She laughed right in my face.

      “Chessie called me while you were changing clothes. I told her I would meet you here but I didn’t realize I was going to beat you here. What, did you take the scenic route?” Oh yeah, Chessie did tell me she called Bailey while I was changing; I’d forgotten.

      “Chessie took me to the emergency room instead of maternity.”

      “But Beck said that you were always supposed to go right up to maternity.”

      “Doug said it’s no big deal, all women in labor do it.”

      “Who’s Doug?”

      The orderly behind my chair lifted one arm and waved. “I’m Doug.”

      “Hi Doug, I’m Bailey.”

      “Hi, I’m Regina, and I’m having some babies. Can we go in now?” The lock mechanism on the double doors had been released after he had pushed the buzzer and the doors had opened, staying open, as we hung out in the doorway talking. Two nurses in uniform poked their heads from around the desk to stare at us, eyebrows raised in question. I would imagine most people blew through the doors in a flurry, not hung out in the entryway giving out introductions.

      “As the lady commands, so I obey.”

      Ah, Doug’s got jokes.
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      “What do you mean there’s no Dr. Skelton?” No Dr. Avery and no Dr. Skelton? The bottom dropped out of the calm I’d been feeling since before I’d gotten to the hospital. This could not be happening. I heard the hysteria in my voice but couldn’t do anything about it because my heart was trying to escape through my throat and I could only focus on one crisis at a time.

      “Dr. Skelton is at another hospital with other patients right now, but I’m Dr. Havers and I promise you that you are in good hands.”

      Good hands? What good hands? The guy in front of me looked to be about sixteen years old, hell his lab coat was so big he could be a little kid dressing up for career day. No way was this guy delivering my babies. No way.

      “I’ll wait.”

      Bailey burst out laughing from across the room and Chessie smacked her on the arm to shut her up. I threw them both a mutinous look.

      “How old are you, Dr. Howser? Have you done this before?”

      Dr. Havers raised his eyes to the ceiling in what must have been a quick mental prayer for patience before he answered me. “It’s Havers, not Howser, and my age being irrelevant I will tell you I have delivered one or two babies prior to yours. I’m actually kind of good at it, but you don’t have to take my word for it—by all means explore your other options. I’m a patient man.”

      The nurses continued to bustle around the bed, oblivious to the conversation floating around them, attacking each task with silent sincerity and efficiency.  They’d been like that since I got here. I didn’t even have a chance to be nervous before I was stripped, put in a gown and given a bed, then had several machines hooked up to me that beeped and booped mysteriously.

      But that was before the last familiar thing had been taken from my grasp. I was prepared to not have my first choice doctor there to deliver my girls. I made peace with that on the car ride in. I was not prepared to have my back up plan disrupted and another wave of pain swallowed my whole body as I yelled, “Listen, Doogie, none of this is going according to plan so if I say I’m waiting for Dr. Skelton then I’m Goddamn waiting.” I couldn’t say any other words after that because the pain that had normally come in short bursts was lingering far longer than I expected it to. My words died out in a low moan and my fingers twisted in the sheets as I squeezed my eyes shut against the pain.

      Why was it hurting so badly already? Was something wrong? I wanted Dr. Avery, and I wanted Beck. This wasn’t supposed to happen, were my babies okay?

      A gentle hand brushed against my forehead and I leaned into the cool feeling before opening my eyes again. It wasn’t Chessie or Bailey like I’d thought, but the sympathetic eyes of Dr. Havers that looked back at me from his spot beside the bed.

      “Look Regina, I get it. You’re scared. Your whole plan went to hell and now you don’t know what’s going to happen, but I’ll let you in on a little secret. You are in the best place you can possibly be right now and you, as well as your babies are all doing fantastic. Yes, you’re early, and yes we are going to have to take a lot of extra precautions because of that. But no matter what you and I think about it, those babies are coming. So you can either work with me here and we can get you something to help with the pain and get this party started—or you can keep fighting me and throwing Doogie Howser references at me every five minutes. Either way, you’re going to be a mama in a few hours, so choose your adventure.”

      “You get that a lot, huh?” My voice was weak and I felt pathetic, lying against the sheets while I slung insults at the only person in the room that could help me.

      “I’ve heard them all, trust me. I get it in stereo. I promise I graduated from med school.” Dr. Havers smiled and his light gray eyes sparkled with mischief. “They even gave me a real stethoscope and everything.”

      I wanted to laugh, I really did, but my body chose that moment to betray me in the worst way possible. If I’d thought the pain I’d been having in the car was a contraction, I was sorely mistaken. The pain didn’t start low this time. No, it came in a massive wave, engulfing my entire body and causing my back to spasm on the bed. One hand grabbed the bed rail that a nurse had the presence of mind to raise for me, while the other hand beat against the thin mattress of the bed. The agony lasted so long I couldn’t even breathe. My mouth opened and closed but no air came in, and just when I thought I was going to black out from the pain, my throat opened up and I filled my lungs with oxygen, sucking it in with great heaving gasps.

      The pain crested, and relief flooded my body as I waited for it to disperse, but it didn’t. No, if anything it climbed higher, scrambling to top the charts of a scale I didn’t even know existed. At the doctor’s office when they ask what your level is on a scale of a happy face to crying face, my pain level was a shrieking skull with an ax through the forehead. I’d never felt anything even close in my entire life and it wasn’t stopping. It wasn’t giving me a minute to prepare. It wasn’t going away and I could feel my sanity completely slipping away. I did the last thing a person in my position should do if they wanted to maintain control.

      I opened my mouth and screamed.

      The noise just kept coming—even when I thought there was no more strength in my body to push the sound out, I kept screaming. Chessie was at my side in an instant, and I was dimly aware of Bailey wheeling up next to her, concern etched across her normally smiling face and her blonde ponytail being tugged firmly in her hands. The only people who didn’t look terrified were Dr. Havers and the nursing staff. A scream like that would normally bring people running to see what the matter was, but the door to my room stayed firmly shut.

      The staff at this hospital must have seen some shit.

      It was the first thought I had after the pain went away. Because it did, like it had never been there in the first place, leaving me limp and exhausted in the bed.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked no one in particular. Hell, anyone could answer me and I would take it. That was the worst thing I had ever experienced in my life. Tears pricked the back of my eyes—I really needed Beck.

      “That was a sign of early labor, my dear. Let’s get you checked and see how we’re progressing and we’ll see about getting an epidural. Only if you want though, no pressure.” Dr. Havers wanted me to understand it was absolutely fine if I chose not to get any pain assistance.

      How sweet.

      “Can we get the epidural first and then you can check me? Is there any chance I can get the epidural before another one of those horrible contractions starts? I don’t think I can do that again, Dr., like I might die.”

      “You aren’t going to die, Regina, don’t even say it.” Bailey’s face was white as paper and Chessie didn’t look any better. They looked really concerned and I guess I couldn’t blame them.

      “Of course she isn’t,” Dr. Havers soothed them both while trying to steer them both away from the bed. “But right now we are going to be doing some stuff that Regina probably doesn’t want you to see so I’ll need you to wait outside, okay?”

      “Regina, we’ll be right outside the door okay?” Bailey hesitated by my feet, her face pinched and worried. “We’ll wait for Beck okay? We’ll show him where you are as soon as he gets here.”

      I swallowed thickly and nodded. I needed him here. No matter what Dr. Havers said about the babies coming regardless of how I acted, I couldn’t do this without Beck. I needed him. The tears threatened to spill out of the corners of my eyes but I was startled into blinking them away by a noise down the hall.

      A thumping noise.

      A bumping noise.

      Dare I say a rumbling noise?

      Cries of alarm sounded down the hall that turned into yells of, “Hey, wait,” and, “Stop you can’t go in there!” My heart soared as the disturbance grew louder until it stopped right outside the door to my room.

      “Lady, get off me, I just want to see my wife. Is this her room?” The familiar bass boomed through the door.

      “Sir, I can’t tell you that, I don’t even know who you’re looking for,” came the frantic answer as the door swung open and there he stood, the most disgruntled and harried looking Santa Claus I had ever seen, complete with red suit and coat. The only thing missing was the hat and white beard although thank goodness he had thought to remove that before barreling into the hospital.

      Bailey started laughing and Chessie just got out of his way as Beck stormed over to the bed and started patting me down, probably trying to make sure I was okay.

      “We aren’t married, dummy,” I whispered as the dam broke and tears of relief poured down my face.

      “Details, babe,” Beck whispered as he leaned over and gave me a kiss, his beard scratching against my cheeks.  “What do we have going on right now? Where’s your doctor?” I could tell he was looking around for a doctor since he knew Dr. Avery wouldn’t be there. I wanted to introduce him to Dr. Havers but before I could get a word out another contraction ripped through me and Beck got the full experience of me screaming bloody murder two inches from his face.
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      Everyone got kicked out then. Well everyone but Beck, Dr. Havers and one of the nurses. Bailey, Chessie and the rest of the staff were ushered out the door while the doctor tried to calm Beck down as he dealt with seeing me in real physical pain for the first time. None of the aches and pains of pregnancy had prepared either of us for this very raw, very real moment.

      “I’m sorry, Beck. I’m sorry; I just lost control for a minute,” I sobbed as I pulled on Beck’s sleeve to keep him from making a Dr. Havers sized hole in the wall.

      “No, why does it hurt like this? Are the babies okay?”

      “You can calm down or you can get out, those are your options,” Dr. Havers said and the steel in his voice made him seem older, somehow more mature. It was definitely the voice of a man in charge and I wondered briefly how Beck was going to handle it. He was pretty riled up; I hoped he didn’t hit my doctor. We were already on plan C, I didn’t know if we had a plan D in place.

      But Beck surprised me, like he always did.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just nervous. We’ve never done this before and everything is so rushed and she’s in so much pain. We were prepared but we weren’t prepared. I don’t know what to do.” Beck sat down in the chair nearest the bed and put his head in his hands, his shoulders slumping wearily in the red coat he still wore. “Doctor,” he whispered, “she’s hurting and I don’t know how to help her.”

      I’d never seen my Beck looking so defeated and it twisted something inside my soul. I didn’t need him to feel sad or bad. I needed him to be strong and be with me. With me.  If Beck lost his shit this early, how was I going to keep it together?

      “That’s my job, Beck. That’s your name, right? I think that’s what Regina said?” Dr. Havers put his hand on Beck’s shoulder and squeezed. He looked like a kid comforting a grown man. “Your job—your only job— is to be here. Regina needs you to be her source of strength. You can leave all that other stuff — the scary stuff—to the staff here and to me. It’s what we’re good at and we know what we’re doing.”

      A short, older lady wearing green scrubs came in pulling a small cart with her. She had a kind smile and gentle manner but her movements were crisp and determined as she went about her work, peeling back the packaging on a syringe and filling it from a small vial on the cart.

      “The anesthesiologist is going to be about forty-five minutes or so,” Dr. Havers warned while looking at the clipboard the shorter nurse handed him and nodding. “I had Nurse Bell bring you a little something for the pain. Just a little Nubain to help take the edge off before we can get your epidural in. Do you want to take it?” The look on his face said he knew I wanted to take it, but professional decorum deemed it important he wait for my answer.

      Gimme it. Gimme it.

      Mentally I was chanting, but outwardly I just nodded my head and the smiling lady who would be my angel injected the contents of the tiny needle into the IV that had earlier been placed in my arm. I watched the small amount of liquid as it traveled through the tube and mixed in with the saline that was slowly dripping into my system. It didn’t seem like very much medicine to counteract the kind of pain I’d been having, but they seemed to know what they were doing. I had to admit Dr. Havers showed a huge strength of character standing up to Beck like that. I mean I knew Beck was a gentle giant, but to everyone else he looked like a berserker. No amount of Christmas cosplay would take that way. But Dr. Havers stood his ground and gave him the what for, and it actually helped. Maybe I was in good hands after all.

      “How long does this take to work?” I asked Nurse Bell as she started rolling the cart away.

      “As soon as I pushed the plunger. It’s already working.” She smiled and rolled the cart out of the room, her white crocs making soft shushing noises on the tile floor.

      She was right. I already felt the warm glow creeping through me; a blanket of relief that covered me from the toes to the top of my head.  I sighed and snuggled against the pillow, “Thank you Doctor.” Tears of happiness clogged my throat. I didn’t have the words to describe the absolute giddiness of experiencing gut wrenching pain, and then having it shut away, like someone closing a window on a loud noise. It still existed, but was so much more manageable than before. If it was like this, I could make it. I could muscle through.

      Dr. Havers read my mind.

      “That was just a little relief to get you through, Regina. You are still going to have contractions but hopefully that will keep things manageable so we can check on you and the babies without you kicking me in the face.” He smiled at me, but I could tell he was being serious. The real work was going to start, and he needed me to keep my shit together. That’s what his eyes were telling me even if his words didn’t.

      “I’m going to go get some things ready and I’ll be back in a bit. We’ll give you some quiet time to talk and I’ll come back shortly to get some readings. I want to see how far you’re dilated and the babies’ oxygen levels. Then we have some decisions to make, so take some deep breaths and calm yourselves because we are going to be doing some work soon.”

      He motioned for the one remaining nurse in the room to follow him out and shut the door behind him. When it was just the two of us in the room, Beck sighed and let his head drop back into his hands.

      “What took you so long to get here, Beck?” It was an innocent question but his head popped back up and his eyes widened like he couldn’t believe what I had just asked.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “What do you mean? What happened?” I’d left him a message hadn’t I? What was he talking about? “Did you have a hard time remembering how to get here around the construction?”

      “First of all, now that your pain is somewhat under control I feel like I can tell you what a lunatic you are. Do you have any idea how bad you scared me? I drove to the hospital thinking you were fighting for your life.”

      He wasn’t making any sense at all.

      “Beck, what are you talking about? I left you a message and said Chessie was driving me to the hospital and for you to get here when you could.”

      “The hell you say.” Beck pulled out his phone and started swiping left and right until he found what he was looking for. “This is the message you left me.” Then he pushed the icon for his voicemail and the sound of me screaming filtered through the speakers.

      “Fuck me!” screamed the me in his phone, then the sound of fumbling as my phone slipped from my hands and fell to the floor of the car.

      “Holy shit, what?” There was Chessie, and slowly the memory dawned on me. This was the message I had left for Beck because I was getting ready to tell him everything when the pain took me by surprise and I dropped my phone. Everything happened so fast after that I just kind of forgot about it.

      “Oh shit, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      “Sorry my ass, Regina. This goes on and on for minutes until the voicemail recording just cuts out. I tried to call you back over and over but you never picked up. I had no idea what was going on and if Bailey wouldn’t have called wondering when I was going to get here I would have been calling the cops.

      Thank God for Bailey.

      “I dropped my phone. It’s still in Chessie’s car.”  I grimaced, thinking of what must have been running through his head as he listened to my painful screams. “I broke a piece off of Chessie’s car.”

      “I heard,” was all he said.
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      Time slowed down for Beck and I, and we enjoyed a few moments of peaceful serenity in our last few moments when it was just the two of us. When I could just be grateful I had him with me now, and that I had friends like Chessie and Bailey that were there for me when I needed them. I had modern medicine at my disposal and almost an entire floor of staff at my fingertips considering I was one of only two women in the maternity ward at the time. One of my nurses told me it could be like that one minute, and the next there were twenty ladies popping out babies. Labor and delivery could be pretty unpredictable all things considered, and in the blink of an eye everyone could be fighting for the doctor’s attention.

      And I thought working in sales was stressful.

      I would love to say I had a beautiful birth and that labor and delivery was a breeze, but, like most women that was just a fantasy of mine. The truth of the matter was that I had twin babies coming a full month before they were due, and while that wasn’t unheard of for multiples, it didn’t change the fact that they were being born premature. Dr. Havers found that the oxygen level of the girls was dropping and the only course of action for us was to deliver by emergency caesarian section.

      Definitely not what I was working towards when I wrote my six page birth plan, but then again nothing had gone according to the plan from day one. Why did I think I was going to veer back on the path now? It was out of my hands, and I marveled again, as they wheeled me out to the surgery suite about how lucky I was to be in the care of such a competent crew.

      “Wait. Don’t take her yet. What am I supposed to do?” Beck was frantic again, and he had a white knuckle grip on the bed rail that had stopped all forward movement from the nurse who was trying to wheel me out of the room.

      “You are going to change your clothes, scrub up, and stay by her side the entire time.” Dr. Havers was quick to ease Beck’s fears. It was obvious to anyone that he didn’t want to let me out of his sight. I had some concerns about the nurse flying backward if he let go of his muscle grip on the bed but she seemed to be conscious of what was going on if her eagle eye on his hand was any indication. I had to remind myself that while it was mine and Beck’s first time going through this, it certainly was not theirs. These guys have probably seen every variance of emotion there is on this floor, and plan accordingly.

      “I’m going to be fine, Beck. Let them take me to surgery and get me ready. I’ll see you there.”

      There was probably a five count of silence before Beck was able to let go of his death grip on the bed rail. “I’ll be right there, babe, okay? Don’t be afraid.” He was clearly the one who was more afraid in this instance.

      “I know, Beck. I’ll see you in just a few minutes.” The nurse got me all the way down the hall before his voice rang down the hallway.

      “Regina, I love you.” It wasn’t the loud booming way he said it, or the fact that he screamed his undying affection that did me in and caused my chin to tremble and my nose to wrinkle up in an attempt to keep the tears at bay. It was the way his voice broke at the very end, how he lost his composure and ability to finish the word “you” that made me realize just how emotional this was for him as well. My wonderful, loving Beck. He was going to be a damned fine daddy; we just needed to get through this last bit.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Getting prepped for surgery was very similar to how I thought it would be except for the restraints. I had a moment of panic while they were strapping me to the table when my arms started to shake. My belly rippled in response as the girls, who had been quiet for the last while, started moving around in anticipation.

      “They’re for your own safety, Regina.” A masked nurse told me kindly. “Anesthesia takes away all of the feeling from your abdomen down.  There would be no way to stop you from rolling right off the table if you got nudged the wrong way and that would be all kinds of inconvenient for everyone don’t you think?

      It took me a couple of seconds to figure out she was teasing me; the pale yellow surgical mask hid her smile. “I’m scared.” There was no singular thing I was referring to by that statement; it was all encompassing.

      “I know, everyone is when they come in here. Everyone. And that’s okay. I think I would be more concerned if you weren’t, to tell the truth.” The nurse smiled and patted my shoulder; her hands were warm through the thin layer of latex gloves and cotton of my surgical gown and it was a small comfort in the otherwise sterile chill of the surgery room. “For you to be afraid means you care an awful lot, and that makes me feel pretty good about your chances at being a mother. I’ll help you get there. We all will. Now, I hear your man out in the hallway. Think you can suck it up and be brave so he doesn’t lose it and start crying all over the place?”

      I barked out a laugh even though it took a huge effort to do so. My body weighed a thousand pounds and I don’t think I could have rolled over if I wanted to. “Beck does not cry.”

      “Oh the big manly ones are the biggest criers. But you don’t have to take my word for it.” I saw her wink right before she passed out of view behind me. There was a large sheet draped at my waist that hid my lower body from view and I heard his voice over the beeping of the machinery before I saw him.

      “It’s cold in here, are you warm enough?” Beck leaned over to kiss my chin but forgot he was wearing a surgical mask. The paper crinkled against my lips but I gave him a smacker anyway.

      “How are you feeling, Regina?” Dr. Havers  popped up behind my curtained lower body and smiled. Or at least I think he smiled. It was so hard to tell with those damn masks on.

      “I’m feeling a whole lot of nothin’, doc,” I said with mock enthusiasm. I knew Beck was worried. I’d put on a show if that’s what it took to keep him calm. We were minutes away from meeting our daughters.

      He took the bait and laughed. “That’s the best kind of news. This is going to go kind of fast okay? You don’t have to do anything, Regina, just let us do what we have to do and in a few minutes everything will be over. We’ll need to check the babies and make sure everything is okay, and the NICU team is on standby but I’ll let you have a look before we let them take them away all right? I just didn’t want you to be afraid when you saw this happening. It’s standard procedure for premature babies. It doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong. It’s actually quite common with twins, and you are in a better position than most.” Dr. Havers turned his attention from me to Beck. “Dad, you can go with the babies when they head upstairs. Regina will need to stay in here for a little bit of TLC after the cesarean but you can definitely accompany your girls and stay with them until Regina is brought back into recovery, sound good?”

      Beck nodded in agreement, his eyes wide at the mention of being able to go with the babies. I totally got it.

      “Oh, one more thing,” Dr. Havers added, wheeling a stool over for Beck. “I know you’re going to want to stand and pace but you are like six and a half feet tall. There’s a reason why we don’t want you looking over the curtain. Why don’t you have a seat and focus on Regina?” Beck took the stool gratefully and scooted as close to my head as he could get, his head blocking out the glare of the harsh fluorescent lights. “Seriously, man, stay behind the sheet.”

      Dr. Havers was not messing around.

      Beck busied himself with patting his hands through my hair but the movement made me sleepy. Even in the excitement of being this close to having the girls I could barely keep my eyes open. Probably a credit to the anesthesia, but I didn’t want to pass out so I made him stop. I was about to tell him to stop touching me but a sharp cry pierced the air of the otherwise silent surgery room.

      Holy shit, it had only been like two minutes since they started. I hadn’t felt a single thing; not even a nudging on the table and oh my god was that one of my babies?

      “Beck, is that our baby? One of our girls?” It was a rhetorical question but he stood up to look anyway and I could see the line of color as it drained from his face.

      “Yeah, there’s a reason I tell you to stay behind the sheet, Mr. Gallagher.” Dr. Havers was all business but he didn’t stop his work. “Baby A, female, good vitals,” he murmured to himself. “Thank you nurse,” he muttered absently. Then—“Wait . . . hold on a second.”

      “Hold on? What hold on? Is everything okay? What’s wrong with my babies?” Fear kept my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth but my thoughts were whirling. Beck was staring, eyes bugging out of his head and the surgical mask hanging in such a way that his mouth must have been wide open in shock.

      “Holy shit Dr., is that a penis? That’s a penis. Regina, it’s the littlest one I’ve ever seen but that’s a penis.”

      A penis? We did not plan for penises.

      Dr. Havers cleared his throat. “Ah, Baby B, slightly bigger than Baby A, ten fingers, ten toes and a penis. You have a boy, Mr. Gallagher, surprise.”

      “Regina.” Beck sat back down on the stool with a thump. “We have a baby girl and a baby boy with a penis.”

      “I heard.” I swallowed thickly, wondering when I too would get a chance to lay eyes on my babies. “A boy, huh? How did he sneak in there?” It was a rhetorical question, but Beck didn’t answer anyway. He was too busy staring in the corner of the room, watching something beyond my field of vision. I wanted to know what he was looking at, but I didn’t ask. I was too busy watching the fat tears as they slid down his cheeks completely unchecked. His shoulders didn’t shake and his breath didn’t catch; the tears simply ran down. I highly doubted he even knew he was doing it. The nurse had been right—even the big manly men cry when they see their babies.

      “Oh, man that’s gross. Babies are gross.” His face belied his words considering I could see the corners of his surgical mask stretched as wide as they would go. I knew there was a big shit eating grin going on under there. I spent a full two minutes just looking at his happy profile before he got excited again. “Here they come, look.”

      One nurse appeared on either side of the curtain, each holding the smallest humans I had ever seen up close. To be honest, if it wasn’t for the pink hat on the left of me and the blue hat on the right, I wouldn’t have been able to tell their gender apart.

      “Hi babies,” I whispered, unable to make any more words come out of my mouth.

      “Five pounds four ounces for baby sister and five pounds nine ounces for baby brother,” the nurse holding my son said. “I’m sorry we can’t let you hold them right now, we need to give them to the NICU team and finish all the newborn checks. As soon as we are able though, we’ll bring them to you in recovery. They’re small, but barring any lung function issues, they look to be in perfect health. Dad, you want to come along?”

      Beck hesitated, looking from baby to baby and back to me. I knew where he really wanted to be, but he didn’t want to leave me alone either. I made it as easy on him as I could.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can stay awake, Beck.” A completely real yawn overtook me at that exact moment. Even without pushing having babies was exhausting and my need to fall asleep was looming more real than I had previously though. “Go with your babies, Daddy. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      “I love you,” he said, as he moved his surgical mask down from his face to give me a real kiss on my lips. His face was still wet from all the tears he had shed, or maybe he was still crying. It was hard to tell, I was so tired.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered, and this time I gave in to the fight and closed my eyes, letting the cool dark of sleep take me over as Beck left the room to follow our children. The last thought I had before I slipped out of consciousness was noticing that Beck still wore his Santa outfit under his surgical scrubs because I could see a thin line of red poking out the bottom of the olive green.

      Where did they even find scrubs to fit him?
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      “I still don’t know why their little bracelets don’t have my last name on them,” Beck grumbled in the dark of the room.

      “I told you before, it’s a security issue. Babies have to be marked with the last name of the mother. I’m sure it would be different if you were the one who had given birth. The birth certificates say Gallagher; I don’t know what you are stressing about.”

      Beck sat up from his uncomfortable position in the lounge chair he had pulled up next to my hospital bed. They were affectionately referred to as “Dad” beds by the hospital staff but Beck was one dad who was never going to fit all the way on one no matter how hard he tried. They ended up bringing in another hospital bed so he could get some sleep, but he couldn’t get the hospital bed pulled up close enough so he could touch me while he was laying in it, so he folded himself in half and sat all night just so he could have one of his arms touching me while I slept.

      I loved him so much it was painful sometimes.

      Beck grumbled under his breath, exhaustion apparent in the jaw cracking yawn that punctuated his sentence. “Your last name should be Gallagher.”

      I smiled. It was our second night in the hospital and we couldn’t keep the babies with us full time yet. They still needed a little extra help and their nights were spent with the nurses who were trained in their care. They told us to sleep whenever we could, but how could I sleep when my babies were down the hall? So we lay here like this in the down time, not sleeping, keeping each other up with nonsensical questions until it was time to see the babies again.

      “You know, Beck,” I ran my hand lightly up the arm that was poking through the slats of the guardrail on the bed. “You keep telling me I’m going to marry you but you’ve never actually asked me. Don’t you think you’re missing an important step?” I scratched my fingernails lightly through the dusting of dark hair on his arm.

      “Asking it in the form of a question insinuates that you might not say yes. Why would I want to give you an opening to tell me no? It’s not an option. No, I mean. You’re already my wife, they are our children, and we are a family.” He was silent for a moment and I thought he had fallen asleep until I felt the fingers of the hand that had been laying across my chest fondle my nipple until it was standing straight at attention. He pressed it like a button and it popped right back up.

      Even half asleep he’s still happy to be playing with a boob.

      “Do you think I should sell the shop?”

      That one took me by surprise.

      “What? You love Gallery B. Why would I think you should sell it? Are you okay, Beck?” It suddenly occurred to me that maybe he wasn’t okay. That maybe I had been so self-involved over the last few months that I possibly ignored something really important. Like, maybe Beck had been struggling that whole time too and I had just been ignoring the signs. I knew he’d been stressed out trying to figure out ways to spend more time at home but this was a biggie.

      “I do love it, but I’m just worried that the work of owning a business is going to keep me away from home too much. Think about it, Regina. I have a very scheduled life. I work certain hours of every day. I have Bailey’s Choice meetings every Wednesday evening. I have my volunteer hours. I have the administrative duties of the Gallery, not just the tattoos I do or the paintings I sell. I have Gin coming in to help out but it will be a few weeks until he’s here and in the meantime, we just lost Cody.”

      “Yeah, Chessie mentioned that you weren’t surprised about the Cody thing,” I interrupted. Something seemed weird about that so I had to ask. “What’s going on there? I mean she sort of told me what happened and I’m not going to repeat what she said, but it has to be a little deeper than just a one night stand, right? He didn’t get hurt feelings and uproot himself to get away from her, did he? That just doesn’t seem like something Cody would do.”

      The hand on my chest stilled and Beck sighed deeply. “There is so much more between the two of them than I could even tell you. All I can say is that Cody expects more out of Chessie than I think she can give, at least right now. He’s put his whole life on hold since he met her; it was one of those shot in the gut, love at first sight kind of things. He was never meant to be stuck here in this town at my shop. Cody had other goals and plans—and the kid has some serious talent. He just got so sucked up into everything that was Chessie that he kind of stopped wanting anything else. I might have been the one that suggested he take the apprenticeship out west.”

      “Oh my God, Beck, Chessie is destroyed. You don’t even know how bad this hurt her.” My chest tightened painfully, remembering the vision of Chessie curled up as small as she could be on my couch.

      “Yeah, I know. But I think Chessie might need to break a little bit before she can find out her path too. She uses Bailey’s Choice like a crutch. She leaned on Cody with the expectation that he would always be there to hold her up. She hurt him too. I have a lot of history with the both of them, and if Chessie couldn’t meet him halfway then it was time for him to go. It’s not the end of the world—it’s an apprenticeship. What they do with their time apart is their business. It would be cool if they could grow up a little.”

      Ugh. He wasn’t wrong. I’d noticed the same push and pull with those two myself. It just sucks when you see two people you are close to going through so much pain, knowing you can’t interfere to make it better for either of them.

      “So in the end, Chessie is literally the only person I have left at the shop and she’s in a critical emotional state right now. I either have to hire a whole new support staff to help Gin out or close up shop. It’s one of those cross roads moments, you know? I want to do what’s best for my Gallery B family, but my Regina and babies family is my number one priority. I’d let it go in a heartbeat for you.”

      Shit. That was some hard core love language coming from my sleepy giant. In that moment I really wished we were in our big bed at home so we could hold each other and absorb comfort from each other’s arms. The best I could do right now was lace my fingers in his and roll just slightly onto my side. The movement was slow and painful. I was still on pain medication but after listening to all of the addiction horror stories while sitting in at Bailey’s Choice I just couldn’t let myself lean too much on it. The movement pulled at my stitches but I swallowed the groan of pain. After yesterday’s terrifying ordeal I had two healthy babies down the hall. This healing process was painful, but it was nothing compared to the gifts we’d been given.

      “Hey,” I whispered in the dark. The soft light coming from the hallway cast a light glow across the floor under the closed hospital room door. It lit up the floor spaces but anything above bed level was still nothing but a silhouette so I couldn’t see Beck’s expression. “I don’t think we’re to that point yet, Beck.” I squeezed his fingers in mine as the only form of physical affection I was capable of at the moment. “Things are crazy, and they are going to continue to be crazy, but we have a lot of help. We have our family and we have our friends. I’m nervous and scared but looking at things objectively we are in a much better place than so many other people are right now. I can’t imagine letting go of Gallery B just because it’s too tough to juggle. I don’t want you to think you need to do something like that for us. Maybe we need to change operating hours, maybe you do need to hire more help—so let’s do it. I’ll do what I can from home, and you pull whatever help you need to from the outside to keep the Gallery going. They are our family too, Beck. We won’t abandon them. Maybe . . . we just need to get a little creative.”

      I waited for a response, even just an answering tightening of his fingers in mine but there was nothing. Squinting in the dark I could barely make out the mountainous pile of man scrunched up on the dad bed, his head hanging over one end and legs and feet dragging the floor. The shadows of his chest rose and fell with his deep, even breathing.

      He’d fallen asleep.

      I had no idea how much of my little speech he heard or what he would retain in the morning but it was okay. This was our life now, and I wouldn’t change any part of it. The clock on my cell phone said twelve thirty am. The nurse would bring the babies in for feeding in about two hours so I should try to get some sleep. It was hard to sleep though, thinking about holding my babies in my arms; Abby and Andrew, my precious little miracles. My arms ached to feel the weight of them in my embrace and it hurt to say good bye to them every time the nurses took them out of the room.

      So many different kinds of pain to feel. I thought back to the start of this journey, when the pain I felt at Richard’s deception nearly caused me to unravel. It seemed so insignificant next to the blossoming of love, fear, and the agony of motherhood that had taken root inside of me.

      “It hurts,” I whispered quietly to myself, gently removing my hand from Beck’s and rubbing the part of my chest where my heart beat underneath. “If it’s this kind of pain, I hope it never stops hurting.”
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