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            A Note To Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        *May contain spoilers*

        Dear beautiful amazing reader,

        First thank you so much for picking up this book and giving one of my truly favorite book families a shot.

        A few things first: This is an 18+ New Adult, Contemporary Romance and is not suited for readers under 18!

        Trigger Warnings for assult, both sexual and other, including rape. This book is not meant for sensitive readers, based on early reader reviews these situations are handled with care, but please remember before turning the page that these acts are not “glossed over”.

        Just know this duet is a Happily Ever After (HEA) and while our characters might go through Hell, they come out fighting. I truly hope you enjoy this piece of fiction, as this story holds a huge chunk of my black heart.

        -Bo Reid
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        For Mark. A person’s past doesn’t define their character.
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        There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,

        There is a rapture on the lonely shore,

        There is society, where none intrudes,

        By the deep sea, and music in its Roar;

        I love not man the less, but Nature more...

        -Lord Byron
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          Hartley
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      Timing is everything. A moment too late and you either avoid a tragedy or miss a chance encounter with your soulmate and it can happen at a moment’s notice. A single phone call can change the course of your whole life. The loss of a loved one, the birth of a new baby, acceptance to your dream school, or the loss of your job.

      Timing is everything. You either win or lose.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at those two vivid pink lines until the truth sinks in. A baby. I’m going to have a baby.

      A child born from a life-altering event; the silver lining, a ray of sunshine in the worst storm.

      A baby that will be my saving grace.
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        * * *

      

      I’m exhausted and everything hurts, but when I hear the crying, I look and see my new baby.

      “It’s a boy,” the doctor says as he hands me my son.

      He is the most wonderful gift I’ve ever been given. I look down at his dark blue eyes, his brown hair, his little hands and feet.

      “Welcome to the world, Brooks Michael Montgomery. I’m your mommy, and you’re my everything,” I tell him as I hold him close.

      I was worried I might see him in my child. That looking at this life would remind me of the pain, but it doesn’t. All I see in his eyes is a precious gift.

      A blessing.

      The rainbow after the storm has passed.

      A new life.

      And so much love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kasen
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        * * *

      

      “Guilty,” the judge declares, slamming the gavel down and successfully ruining my future with a single word.

      The bailiff walks over and instructs me to stand as he slaps cuffs on my wrists. If I’m being honest, I didn’t see this coming. I wasn’t even involved. I had no idea what was going on inside that house, and if I had known I would have stopped it.

      I’m a good person. I just have shitty timing and the wrong friends.

      This is just one more part of my life that I have managed to fuck up without even trying. I’m good at that. I could blame my dad leaving or I could blame my mom walking out when I was a teenager. The reality is that I might not actively try to fuck up my life, but I also don’t purposely try to make it better. Other guys got out of the neighborhood and managed to make something of themselves.

      Now, I’ve got three years to think about all the ways I can change when I get my freedom back. Come hell or high water I won’t end up back here. I won’t so much as get a parking ticket when I get out. That’s a promise to myself. I’m going to make something of myself, and I’m going to be the person I know I can be, the person I want to be.

      I’m going to be the change, the person that doesn’t end up back here, the guy that learns his lesson the first time.

      You watch me. I’ll fucking make it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1: Maple Tree

          

          Hartley
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      “It’s okay, Brooks, we’ll be home soon,” I coo to my baby in the back seat.

      It’s not a long drive home from the city, but it’s long enough that my fussy three-month-old baby boy doesn’t like it. He spits his pacifier out and starts to scream in protest of losing it, even though he’s the one that did it. I keep my eyes on the road while I reach into my purse and try to locate another pacifier.

      “Ahhha!” I exclaim and hold up the binky like it’s a bar of solid gold. For moms, binkies might as well be gold.

      I reach my arm around, keeping the steering wheel steady and my eyes on the road, as I pop the binky into his mouth. I hold it steady for a moment while he figures out what I just gave him. When he takes it, I let go and twist my arm back around to grip the steering wheel.

      Brooks’s car seat is rear facing; I have a mirror attached to a headrest that lets me see his face when I glance into my rearview mirror. Now that he is happy again, I glance down for a moment to change the radio station. When I look back up there’s a truck in my lane. It’s heading straight for me.

      “Oh, fuck!” I yell as I slam on my brakes and jerk the wheel to avoid a head-on crash. The driver looks up at that moment and does the same, but it’s too late. He slams into the driver’s side of my car, sending me sliding onto the shoulder. The airbags deploy both from the steering wheel and over my window. I feel the sting in my face and left ear. I taste blood in my mouth and feel something warm on my face. The side of my neck itches, but when I reach up to scratch it, my fingers meet a viscous fluid. I blink several times before the tacky substance coating my fingertips registers.

      Blood.

      I groan at the pain now throbbing in my chest and I hear crying. Or maybe that’s the ringing in my ears. No, that’s crying, a baby crying.

      Oh shit, Brooks.

      I look in the mirror and see his face is red from screaming, but I don’t see any injuries from here.

      “It’s okay, baby. Mama’s got you. Hang on.” I try to unbuckle my seat belt, but it won’t come loose. Then I try to rotate my body out, but my leg is stuck. I’m pinned in the driver’s seat. I reach my arm back and hold his hand.

      “It’s okay, buddy. Mama is going to get you out.”

      I whip my head over at the sound of a knock on the passenger window. I see a man in an orange jumpsuit that reads Cypress County Penitentiary standing at my passenger door, pointing down towards the outside handle. I take a moment to look around and see a prison transport work bus up ahead with a group of sheriff deputies. I squint my eyes and can just make out the roadwork sign that reads Prescribed Burn Area.

      Turning back to look at the man I eye him warily. Reaching my hand over, I check to see if the window will still roll down. When it does, I crack it just enough to talk through.

      “My name is Kasen Kingston. Deputy Jacobs,” he points to a deputy sheriff directing traffic away from the crash, “instructed me to come check on you. I’m with the Conservation Crew and have some medical training. I just want to help, but I can get someone else if you’re not comfortable,” he explains through the window. The way his deep voice flows over me calms my nerves.

      I click to unlock the car door and he pulls it open. “Are you hurt?” he asks.

      “I’m okay, but I’m stuck. Please, get my baby?” I ask him, looking over my shoulder into the back seat. He follows my gaze to Brooks and moves to open the back door.

      He looks over the seat for a moment. “I don’t know how to get him out of here,” he says looking up at me, a little more confused then he was a moment ago.

      I reach my arm around and twist as much as I can, ignoring the pain shooting through my stuck leg while I try to unlock the car seat from the base installed in my car.

      “I can't get the lever, can you? Just press here and pull the seat up,” I instruct him, pointing to the latch connecting the car seat’s base to the chair.

      He moves his hand around and pulls on the release lever while lifting the car seat handle. He manages to get it out of the back and brings it around to the front passenger seat, setting the chair down so Brooks is facing me. I reach my hands over and attempt to soothe him while he cries and twists inside his harness as much as he can.

      “I know, baby, I know, but you have to stay in there,” I tell Brooks, trying to speak in calming tones even as I am anything but calm.

      “The EMTs and fire department are on their way. The deputies called in the crash,” Kasen tells me as he squats down just outside the car. I see him rest a hand on the back of the car seat, rocking it slightly; Brooks begins to settle.

      Brooks hates people, but somehow this huge wall of muscle manages to stop his crying with a simple rock of his seat.

      “We didn’t smell any gas from either vehicle, so you should be fine ‘til they can get you out. If you want, I can get an officer to wait with you ‘til they arrive.”

      I reach my hand out and gently run my fingers over Brooks’ face, then raise my gaze to the man’s eyes.

      “He hates people, but I think he likes you. Will you please stay?” I ask.

      “Sure, whatever you need.” He gives me a small smile.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Hartley Montgomery, but people call me Hart, and this here is Brooks,” I say, smiling at my son. “Is the other driver okay?”

      “Yeah, he was able to get out. He’s waiting in one of the sheriff cars. We saw the whole thing. He was texting and drove into your lane.”

      “Yeah, I saw him but didn’t react soon enough to avoid getting hit,” I sigh.

      “Are you okay? Does anything hurt?” he asks again.

      “My leg hurts a bit, but I’m sure that’s on account of being pinned in by my dash. My chest feels bruised, but I don't think I broke any ribs,” I laugh lightly.

      “You have a cut above your eye, but it doesn’t look deep, and your ear is bleeding, but I think it’s from the airbag,” he says. I reach up and touch where the blood is coming from. Brooks starts to whine and root around, looking for milk.

      “Uhh, what’s he doing?” Kasen asks, looking at me, pinching his eyebrows together in confusion.

      “It’s okay. He’s just hungry.” Kasen’s eyes grow round and he looks a little panicked. It’s pretty funny.

      “Can you look in the bag on the floorboard? There’s a bottle in there. It’s in a small cooler.” He reaches down and digs in the bag, producing the bottle.

      Kasen passes me the bottle of pumped breastmilk. It’s cold, but it will have to do. I try to turn my body and pull the car seat closer, but the center console is in the way.

      “Could you, maybe, uh… do this?” I ask, waving the bottle around. “I just can’t turn right, and I don’t want to take him out of his seat until the EMTs can look him over,” I explain.

      “Sure, but I’ve never fed a baby.”

      “Just pop the nipple in his mouth,” I say, and when I glance at Kasen, he is blushing. How cute that this big man who spends his days with convicts blushes when a woman says nipple.

      “You’ll have to hold it for him,” I explain. He does, and when Brooks almost immediately spits out the bottle, Kasen looks at me.

      “Just keep trying. He hates bottles, and it’s cold, but that’s kind of all we can do right now,” I shrug. He tries again, and again Brooks spits it out.

      “Little dude, come on,” he sighs, sounding exasperated. “Work with me here. I'm trying my best,” Kasen tells Brooks. Finally, Brooks accepts the bottle and Kasen lets out a relieved sigh.

      I glance over and see the fire truck pull up with an ambulance right behind it. The EMTs jump out of the ambulance and head straight to us. The firemen follow behind them with the Jaws of Life. This should be fun.

      “Ma’am how are we doing?” a fireman asks, coming around to the passenger side of the car and looking over Kasen’s shoulder at me.

      “Well, I’ve been better, but could be worse, so I guess I’m okay,” I say.

      “At least you’re in good spirits,” he says and flashes a bright, winning smile.

      “I should probably get out of here and let them work. I can take the little guy to get checked out by the EMTs,” Kasen suggests.

      “Will you stay with Brooks until I can get out? He really likes you, and I don’t want him to be stressed out. Please?” I ask. He looks between me and the firemen waiting to cut me out. He nods and moves to get out of the way, taking the car seat with him.

      “The EMT will look him over,” the fireman says, “but you can go with him,” he nods to Kasen. “They’re going to need to take him to the hospital, though. We’re going to be at this awhile. Is there anyone you can call to go to the hospital and meet him there?”

      “I can call my brother, but it will take him at least forty minutes to get there. We live in Crystal County,” I explain. “Is there anyway Kasen can go with him?” I ask.

      Glancing to the ambulance, I watch Kasen walk with Brooks over to where two EMTs are waiting. The female reaches her arms out to take Brooks’ car seat, but he immediately starts fussing. Kasen pulls him back and rests his hand over him gently, calming him in a single moment. I watch Kasen and the EMT have a bit of back and forth, but it appears that they agree to let Kasen stay close to Brooks while they look him over.

      “Here,” the fireman says, handing me his phone, “call your brother, and I’ll go ask the sheriff if there is anything he can do about letting that man go with your son. You might have to sign some forms for the hospital,” he explains.

      “That's fine and thank you.” He nods and walks over to where Kasen pointed out officer Jacobs earlier.

      I dial my brother's number, putting the phone up to my ear as I track the movements of the fireman. He steps up to the officer, and I see him pointing at me, then Kasen and Brooks. There is a bit of back and forth, but I eventually see the officer nod his head, so I let out a sigh of relief.

      Sol answers the phone, and it's almost funny how confused he sounds. “Uh, hello?” he says into the phone.

      “Sol, it’s Hart.”

      “Whose phone is this? Did you forget to charge your phone again?” he asks, and I can hear the exasperation in his tone. So maybe I occasionally forget to charge my phone. Mom brain is a valid excuse.

      “Uhh, one of the very nice firemen that’s about to use the Jaws of Life to cut my car up let me use his.”

      “WHAT?” he yells into the phone so loud that I have to pull it away from my ear to keep from going deaf. “Are you okay? Where is Brooks? Where are you? I’m leaving now. Where do I go?” he panics.

      “Sol take a chill pill. I’m on the side of Highway 15. We were on our way back from the doctor when we got hit by a truck. Brooks is being looked over and taken care of by a friend. My leg is stuck, but I’m okay. Will you please meet us at the hospital in Cypress County so you can take Brooks home? They’re probably going to make me go to the hospital,” I explain, and I hear Sol let out a breath.

      “I’m on my way,” he says and hangs up.

      The fireman appears by my side with the female EMT. “Thank you,” I tell him as I hand back his phone.

      “Officer Jacobs said it’s okay for Kasen to stay with your son. We need to get going, and Jacobs is going to ride with us as well. I just need you to sign these forms saying you give permission for Kasen Kingston to stay with your son. Do you have family to meet you at the hospital?” she asks, handing over the forms and a pen.

      “Yes, my brother is going to meet us there, but he will be a while,” I explain, handing back the papers.

      “Okay, Kasen will be able to stay with Brooks until your brother gets there. Is your brother an emergency contact?” she asks, and I nod.

      I watch her walk back to the ambulance and explain the situation to Kasen. I throw up a little wave to him and I catch the briefest of smiles. God, I hope that was the right call.

      The ambulance drives away with my baby, medical personnel, a sheriff, and a convict; each of them a stranger to me and my son. I swallow down the panic in my throat, taking a deep breath before letting it back out. It will be okay. Brooks liked Kasen, and babies have great intuition.

      It takes about forty minutes to cut my car up enough for me to get free from the wreck. A second ambulance pulls up just as the firemen lift me from the car and put me on a stretcher.

      The ride to the hospital is painful. The one thing about being stuck inside the car was that I couldn't move my leg. Being jostled around slightly on this ride is making everything hurt ten times more than it already did.

      “Can I see my son?” is the first thing I ask as the ER doctors take over when we get to the hospital.

      “We need to get you looked over first. You won’t be any good to him if you’re hurt,” the doctor explains, and I reluctantly agree. It’s not like I really have any other choice here.

      I’m wheeled around to the X-Ray department and checked over for various injuries. Apparently, I’m lucky. I get to walk, well maybe hobble, away with major bruising, but other than that no fractured bones.

      When I finally am brought in to see Brooks, Officer Jacobs is standing outside of the nursery room. “Thank you for letting him stay,” I tell him.

      “Who am I to argue with a mother?” he says and smiles at me as I’m wheeled into the small nursery room.

      I see Kasen cradling Brooks to his chest and rocking him back and forth in the rocking chair. He might even be lightly humming. I pause for a moment to listen. Yeah, he is definitely humming what sounds like Springsteen by Eric Church. A man after my own heart.

      “Damn, you’re magical,” I whisper when I see Brooks close his sleepy eyes.

      Kasen turns to me and smirks. “I’ve never held a baby before,” he whispers like it’s some huge secret.

      “Well, you’re doing a damn fine job,” I tell him.

      I wheel my chair over to Kasen, I can walk just fine, maybe with a slight limp, but they insist I stay in the chair till I’m discharged. He passes Brooks to me, careful to make sure he doesn't wake up. I hold him close to my chest, I didn't realize just how hard it would be for me to be away from him

      I turn at the sound of a light knock on the door, and Officer Jacobs peers into the room. “I have a Sol Montgomery here,” he says.

      “He can come in,” I tell him, and wave my hand.

      Sol runs over when he sees me, “Hart, are you okay?” Sol asks.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him. I push his hands away as he checks me over for injuries. He looks over at Kasen in his prison jumpsuit and gives me the eye.

      “Sol, this is my new friend, Kasen. He’s been taking care of Brooks for me,” I tell him. Kasen offer a hand to Sol, who reluctantly shakes it.

      “Sol can you take Brooks for me?” I ask and he nods, and carefully I pass Brooks over to Sol, trying not to wake him, but of course he starts to stir awake.

      “When are you going to get let out?” Sol asks.

      “They’re bringing me the discharge papers any minute now, at least that's what they said.”

      “Want me to stay?” he asks.

      “No, take Brooks home, please. I already signed his discharge papers,” I explain.

      Sol bends down and kisses the top of my head. “I’ll call Ace and have him come and get you, he’s nearby for a delivery anyways,” he says, before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

      “Make sure his chest buckle is on his fucking chest, Sol,” I whisper-yell.

      “I know! We go through this every time, Hart. I can buckle him in!” he whisper-yells at me over his shoulder as he walks down the hallway. I can see him whisper something to Brooks and I just know it has something to do with his “pain in the ass mother.”

      I grab Kasen’s hand and he turns to look at where I am touching him, then at my face. “Thank you, Kasen, truly. You have been amazing.” He blushes and gives my hand a small squeeze.

      “Glad I was able to help. I’m glad his dad was able to come get him,” he says as he looks down and rocks back on his feet. I cock my head to the side.

      “Dad? Oh, Sol? No, he’s my brother,” I tell Kasen, shaking my head and laughing.

      Sol and I might not look exactly alike; he has blond hair, light brown eyes, and fair skin, taking after our mother. I have dark hair, tan skin, dark blue eyes, and take after our father, but we do look enough alike side by side to pass for the siblings we are.

      “Inmate Kingston, I got to get you back. You’ve already been out too long. Let’s go,” Officer Jacobs says. He slaps Kasen on the back and tips his hat to me.

      “Bye, Hart,” Kasen says.

      “Bye, Kasen,” I reply. I watch as they walk down the hall and can hear the gruff mumbles of male voices followed by light laughter. I think I made the right choice after all.

      After a while I manage to roll myself around the hospital to find the nurses station and ask for my discharge papers. She hands me a stack of papers to sign. Along with a few at home care instructions, and signs to watch out for over the next few days for myself. I add my vast stack of papers to the ones I was already given for Brooks and push myself out of the wheelchair.

      I hobble down the hallway and out of the front doors of the hospital. Finding a shady spot under a tree, I sit and wait for Ace.

      I see an officer pulling up in front of the hospital and as he walks past me, he does a double take. “Hartley Montgomery?” he asks.

      “That’s me,” I say.

      “I just need to get your statement about the accident. Glad I caught you. Looks like you’re about ready to take off,” he says, walking over to me and taking a seat on the bench

      “Yup, just waiting on my ride.”

      He nods and gets out his report pad. I tell him my side of the accident - even about glancing down to change the radio station; not sure if that is important or not. When we’re all finished up, I see Ace pulling into a parking spot.

      “That's my guy.” I nod to the far corner of the lot. The officer reaches his hand out and helps me to my feet.

      “Have a good rest of your day, ma’am,” he says, tipping his hat to me.

      “Oh wait!” I say, reaching out to touch his arm.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you know how I can get in touch with the inmate that helped me today?” I ask, causing his eyebrows to pinch together in confusion. He even looks over to Ace as he walks across the parking lot.

      I must seem like some silly girl hell bent on helping convicts. That's okay. He can think what he wants to. Kasen deserves a proper thank you. He did more than he needed to do - far more than I’m sure anyone would expect of the average person. I just want him to know his actions were appreciated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2: Yellow Rose

          

          Kasen
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      It’s been two weeks since the accident on Highway 15. Two weeks since I met Hartley and Brooks Montgomery. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the young mom and her son. She couldn’t have been much older than me, but our lives obviously took vastly different turns.

      Hers into motherhood, mine into prison.

      Yet, even on the side of the highway wearing a prison jumpsuit, she trusted me to care for her baby. She was calm even while pinned inside her vehicle. As soon as I got Brooks out she relaxed, almost like it didn’t matter what happened to her as long as her baby was safe.

      She was beyond beautiful too, with her brown hair tied up in a messy bun, dark blue eyes, and kind smile. She’s the type of woman I’d love to be with, but I’ll never see her again.

      I’ve got three and a half more months in this cement hell. After that, I’ll hopefully be a free man with no money, no family, and no job. That’s if they even decide to parole me. Letting out a deep breath, I take a moment to believe I’m going to get out and when I do, I’m going to make it. I won’t end up back here.

      “Inmate Kingston, you have a visitor.”

      I sit up from my bed and look at the guard standing at the open door to my cell. I haven’t had a visitor other than my court appointed lawyer in the three years I’ve been here. Who the fuck could it be?

      Walking towards the door, the guard motions for me to head down the hall to the visiting area, a place I’ve never been.

      “Do you know who’s here?” I ask. He doesn’t respond, typical.

      When we enter the visiting area, I scan the faces until my gaze settles on a familiar head of brown hair. Actually, two familiar heads. When Hartley turns to face me, cradling Brooks in her arms, she smiles at me and gives a small wave. I smile and make my way over to her.

      “Hey,” I say and sit across from her.

      “Hey, we wanted to come by and thank you again for everything you did. We would've come earlier, but it was kind of a pain in the ass to get approved for visitation,” she says.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask her and reach my hand across the table to Brooks. He latches onto my finger and gives it a big squeeze making me smile.

      “My leg is still a little sore, but I’ll live,” she says with a light laugh as she cradles Brooks in her arm. He starts fussing a bit but doesn’t let go of my hand.

      “Do you want to hold him? I think he missed his friend the past two weeks.” I look at her and give a sad smile.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, and she nods, passing the little dude over to me. He rests his head on my shoulder as I gently pat his back. I could get used to this baby thing.

      “You’re a natural,” Hartley says smiling at me.

      I shrug. “Maybe Brooks is just a good baby,” I tell her. “It’s nice to have a visitor,” I remark while absentmindedly running my hand down Brooks’ back.

      “You don’t get many visitors?” she asks, as her eyebrows knit together in confusion.

      “You’re the first.”

      “Your first visitor?”

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “How long have you been here?” she asks quietly. I look at her, suddenly worried she’s going to leave.

      She doesn’t know why I’m here? When she finds out, I’ll never see her again, but I won’t lie, not to her. She deserves the truth.

      “Three years,” I say.

      “When do you get out?” she asks first.

      “Three and a half more months until my parole hearing,” I say it like that because there’s really no guarantee that I’ll get out then.

      “What were you convicted of?”

      I let out a deep breath, taking a small moment to myself before I give her an answer.

      “Murder,” I say and hang my head in shame. It’s not that I actually murdered someone. I’ve never taken a life. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people. I just happened to be another casualty but in a different way. After all, timing is everything.

      “I have a confession to make.”

      When I look up, her eyes are sad. I know she’s going to tell me she won’t be seeing or speaking to me again. She chews on her bottom lip for a moment.

      “I, um, I already knew all that.”

      For a moment I just stare at her. She mistakes my confusion for something else though.

      “I’m sorry. Should we not have come?” She’s looking down at the floor now.

      Seeing her sad snaps something inside me. Something primal roars through me, thrashing to be let out of its cage. It’s the same feeling I had in my chest when I saw her stuck in that car; knowing I couldn’t be the one to save her then. It’s like my inner caveman comes out and wants to protect her from anything bad.

      She’s not mine to protect, but, fuck, I wish she was.

      “I’m glad you came,” I tell her honestly. “I’ve been worried about you guys. I wanted to reach out, but I had no idea how or if you would even care to hear from me.”

      She looks at me and her smile is back.

      “I can leave my number in case you want to check in on us sometime,” she offers, her smile a little shy and hopeful.

      “I would like that.” I brush my hand on the back of Brooks’ head and look down at him. I swear he smiles at me. I’m not sure when babies actually start to smile, but I’m going to count it just in case.

      “What did you mean you already knew what I was in here for? If you know I’m here for a murder charge, why would you come here?” I ask. She sucks her bottom lip into her mouth and starts to chew on it like she’s uncomfortable or nervous.

      “Well, at first I called the sheriff and asked for Officer Jacobs. I figured he would know how to get me approved for a visit. Which he did, but he felt obligated to remind me you had charges. So, after he did, I tried to look you up online and see what those charges were. When I saw the murder charge I got a little nervous, but nothing online that I could find told me anything about your crime. Just what the conviction was. So I went to the county courthouse and got your file,” she says, looking over at me.

      “It’s public record. I didn’t do anything shady to get it,” she explains quickly.

      I smirk at her and fight back the chuckle in my chest. She’s fucking adorable, all flustered over reading my public file like I’ll be mad. Looking at her across from me, I’m not sure I could ever be mad at her, and that’s a scary thought.

      “So anyways, I read it. Well, not everything… But I got the gist of it. When I read your actual involvement, which was essentially nothing, on top of the fact that you get let out for work release, my own gut instinct and the fact that you’re only the second person not blood related that Brooks actually likes, I figured you were safe,” she rushes. “Are you mad?”

      “I’m not sure I could ever be mad at you, but, no, I’m honestly not mad. I think it would upset me more to think you would come to a place like this without all the facts first. So, I’m actually happy you did your homework, and even happier that after you did, you still came here.”

      “Kasen Kingston, I think you and I are going to be great friends,” she says.

      “TIMES UP!” the guard yells into the room.

      “That’s my cue,” I tell her and stand up. Hartley follows my lead and I carefully pass Brooks over to her.

      She wraps one arm around me and I can’t help but pull her in for a hug. “Okay, thanks for seeing us,” she says.

      “Thanks for coming.” I turn, giving her and Brooks a slight wave over my shoulder. As I walk back to my cell, I can feel the smile pulling at my face and the warmth spreading across my chest.

      Hartley Montgomery is better than I ever could have imagined her.

      An hour after Hartley’s visit, one of the guards drops off a scrap of paper for me. It has a small heart scribbled on it and a phone number I don’t recognize.

      I shake my head and grin.

      Hartley Montgomery.
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      “How did the visit go?” Sol asks the following Monday when I get to work.

      “It was good.”

      “Was he mad when he learned you snooped into his life?”

      “Okay, first of all, I didn’t snoop. That file was public record. You make it sound like I paid off a cop to get the file. All I did was walk into the courthouse and request it. Secondly, no, he wasn’t mad. He was actually happy that I did my research before going into the prison. So there,” I say, before sticking my tongue out.

      He rolls his eyes.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Did he do any research on you?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t ask, and he didn’t say anything. It was a short visit.”

      “Are you going to tell him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Like I said, it was a short visit.”

      “Do you think he’ll be mad when he finds out? Because we both know you’re not going to tell him.”

      “Fuck, Sol, what’s with this third degree? I’m not on trial here. I’m not required to tell him anything I don’t want to tell him. Get off my back!” I yell throwing my hands up, exasperated and beyond done with this conversation. Sol just rolls his eyes at me again.

      “Yeah, whatever, Hart. Just try to remember it’s not just your life you’re dealing with here. Be careful who you bring into Brooks’ life.”

      Now, I’m pissed.

      “You know what, Sol? Fuck you! Brooks is my child and every choice I have made for the last year has been for him. Since the first day those two pink lines popped up, my life has been all about him. I would never do anything that could put him in harm’s way,” I bark at Sol, my voice getting louder the more frustrated I get. “Plus, you and I are both well aware of Kasen’s record, and you and I both know that Brooks is much better off with someone like Kasen, record or not, in his life than someone like his biological father. So. Fuck. Off!”

      I let out a deep breath. Before Sol can respond I keep going, nowhere near done with my verbal lashing, “And another thing! Kasen is a friend now. I only have intentions of friendship with him. If he wants, he could tell me to fuck off. I’ve met him twice, so don’t start planning a December wedding,” I say rolling my eyes.

      Sol starts to open his mouth but my phone rings, and I smirk at him. “Saved by the bell,” I sing-song and pick up my phone, “Hartley Montgomery.”

      “This is a collect call from Kasen Kingston at Cypress County Penitentiary. To accept the charges associated with this call, press one. To deny this call, please hang up.” I press one and wait for the call to connect.

      “Hello? Kasen?” There is a pause for a minute.

      “Hartley? Hey, uh, how are you?” he asks, and I smile.

      “I’m good, how are you?” I hear a bunch of yelling and banging going on in the background.

      “I’m good. I wanted to check in on you and Brooks.”

      “I’m doing good, all healed up. Not nearly as sore as I was when we visited,” I tell him, and I hear someone in the background yelling his name. He groans into the phone and I hear a chorus of male voices asking:

      Kingston, you on the phone with your new girlfriend?

      That hottie from visitation last week?

      Yeah, Kingston has himself a new MILF.

      “I’m really sorry if you can hear any of the shit that’s being said right now. I swear I haven’t been talking about you. It’s just these fuckers don’t have anything better to do and you’re the first person to visit me since I got here, so they won’t shut the fuck up.”

      I laugh a little because I can just picture him beet red from embarrassment and frustration.

      “I can hear them, but it’s okay, I’m not sensitive or anything,” I tell him.

      “Yeah well, they still shouldn’t be talking about you,” he grumbles.

      “Kasen, it's fine. You can’t let what other people do affect you. You only have control over yourself and your own actions and reactions,” I tell him.

      “You’re pretty amazing, aren’t you, Hartley,” he says.

      I laugh lightly, “Naw, I’m just me.”

      “Hartley, I gotta go. My time is up, but, um, can I call you again?” he asks.

      “Of course. Can I, um, would it be okay if I came down for visitation next week?” I ask quickly.

      “I can’t wait,” he says, and I hear the smile in his voice. “Bye, Hartley.”

      “Bye, Kasen,” I say before we hang up.

      I think I found my new best friend.

      “Dum dum dadum, dum dum dadum…” Sol starts humming the wedding march and I pick up a pad of paper and throw it at him.

      “Shut up.” I glare at him.

      “Whatever Hartley, you’re smitten.”

      I flip him off with both hands and he just shakes his head and walks out of the door; still humming the damn wedding march.
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      I sit in my car out front of the prison debating on just going home. Brooks is with Sol today. When I called the prison this morning they said I could get here at ten this morning and have a whole hour with Kasen. I was excited to get to spend more time with him even if I don’t understand why.

      He awakens something inside me; something that I don’t quite understand. It’s like he adds a warmth to my chest and a beat back into my heart.

      But on the way there the radio played that song, and I lost it. I tried to hold it together, but the memories came flooding back. If I hadn’t told Kasen I would come I would turn around and go back home. Spend the day curled up in bed or at The Point, but I can’t do that to him. He has no one else.

      I flip my visor down and look at myself in the mirror. At least I didn’t wear makeup today and I don’t have to worry about mascara running down my face. That doesn’t mean I look even close to decent. My eyes are red and puffy, and my face is blotchy. It’s clear I’ve been crying.

      I grab a baby wipe from my purse and clean up as much as I can before grabbing the eye drops from the glove box to clear my red eyes up. I can probably pass as hormonal. I mean, that’s not exactly a lie, but it’s not the truth either.

      I sigh, grab my ID and my keys, and head inside. I sign in at the front and directed to the metal detector where I’m pulled aside for a female corrections officer to pat me down. I lift my shirt and roll down the top of my pants and panties to show I’m not hiding anything. Then she instructs me to pull my bra away from my chest, again making sure there’s nothing there that shouldn't be.

      This is just one more reason why today isn't the best day for this visit. All these things, people touching me, it’s too much. They don't do anything inappropriate, they’re professional and just doing their jobs, my brain gets that. My heart? Not so much.

      I’m directed to the visitor's room while a guard leaves to go get Kasen. I pick a table in the far corner and sit with my back to the wall facing the prisoner entrance door.

      It takes a while, so I stare out of the barred-up window next to me and zone out. I think back over everything that has happened in the last few years, some heartache but mostly good things.

      My dad died, then Sol and I started Wild Hart Outfitters.

      The car accident, then we met Kasen.

      That night, but I have Brooks.

      So much lost, but so much more has been gained.

      “Hey,” Kasen says, and knocks his knuckles on the table as he sits down on the bench across from me.

      I tear my gaze from the window and look at him, smiling. He’s smiling, too, but when he sees my face his drops.

      “Hey,” I say as he reaches a hand across the table.

      “Hart, what happened?” he asks, getting up to move around the table and sit on the bench I’m on. He straddles the seat and opens his arms to me.

      I shrug then lean into his chest, “Nothing, just hormones.”

      There is a spark that runs through my chest and shoots down my spine as he gently runs his hands over me. Just being close to him makes my chest hurt a little less. I shouldn’t want him to touch me, just being this close should make my skin crawl like it did with the correctional officer, but it doesn’t. Kasen makes me feel like maybe my heart won't hurt forever.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, and I just nod.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. How are you?” I ask, pulling away from his arms and reaching up to dry my tears.

      “Happy you’re here,” he says, a grin pulling at the corners of his lips.

      We sit silently for a minute, just taking each other in. He reaches his hand out to me and I place mine in his. “Tell me something about you, Hartley,” he says.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “I don’t care... anything. Tell me something about your childhood,” he says.

      I think for a moment about what I could tell him that won’t give too much of my life away but that wouldn't be lying to him.

      “Well, my mom left us before I turned a year old. Sol is two years older than me. Our dad raised us. Dad said Sol was a bit too much for her due to his colic issues and then there was me,” I say, and he rubs his thumb across my knuckles.

      “I was an accident although Dad always said I was a surprise blessing, but we all know what that means. I guess since Mom never wanted me to start with, she didn’t see any reason why she should actually stick around, but that’s fine. I always figure it was better to have the true love of one parent than one that hates you.”

      “Are you and your dad close?” he asks.

      “We were. He passed away a few years ago,” I say.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. It was hard. After he passed away, I took four months off and hiked through the Pacific Crest Trail.” I love sharing the outdoors with people.

      “What’s that?” he asks.

      “The Pacific Crest Trail, or PCT, is a hiking trail that stretches from Southern California to the Canadian border. It goes farther into Canada, but that part isn’t hiked as often. And a through hike is when you start at the southern or northern trailheads and hike to the end nonstop. I started in Southern California and ended up in Washington. It’s about two thousand, six hundred, and fifty miles total,” I say and watch Kasen’s eyebrows shoot up.

      “You hiked all that in four months?!” he exclaims, clearly surprised and impressed.

      “Yup, best four months of my life,” I say.

      He shakes his head and chuckles softly. “So, I take it you like hiking?”

      “I love anything that takes place outside - hiking, swimming, rafting, snowboarding, rock climbing, camping; basically anything outdoors.”

      We sit in silence for a beat but it’s comfortable, we don’t have any awkward weight in the air between us, and that is such a rare thing to find in someone. Sometimes you just click with people, I click with Kasen and I want him to stay in my life because of that. Instant friendships are rarer than a black opal.

      “How is Brooks doing?” he asks, changing the subject.

      “He’s great, keeping me busy.”

      “Can I ask you something?” he asks.

      “You can ask me anything, but I won’t promise an answer,” I say.

      “That’s fair,” he pauses for a moment. “Where is Brooks’ father? Is that why he’s not with you? Does his dad have him today?” I suck in a deep breath then slowly let it out.

      “Brooks and I don’t have anything to do with his biological father. He is no one important. He wants nothing to do with Brooks, and that’s exactly how I want things. He waived his parental rights the day Brooks was born. As far as I’m concerned, Brooks has no father. I realize that is biologically not possible, but legally that’s the truth,” I tell him. Kasen just nods, processing the information.

      I silently pray he doesn’t ask any more questions about that story. I’m not in a place where I want to share even small details about him.

      “Well, anyone that doesn’t want Brooks, or you for that matter, is fucking crazy,” he says.

      I just smile and give a little nod. That’s not exactly an accurate assessment of my situation, but I’m in no mood to elaborate. Maybe one day, but not right now.
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      “Okay, who wants overtime and who has days off to request?” I ask.

      It’s the end of the month staff meeting. At the end of each month, employees can sign up for days off or overtime hours for the following month. It ensures that those who want to work more can, and those who want more days off get them.

      It’s a great way to build employee morale. If your employees are happy because they’re getting the hours they want or the days off they need, then they work better.

      Of course, not everyone is always happy but, so far, this system is working really well. So we’re going to stick with it. I hang the signup sheet on the wall.

      “Sign up for what you want by Friday and make sure those not here today know to sign up,” I call out to the employees in the break room.

      Sol and I walk out of the back-staff room.

      “We need to order more supplies for the emergency kits. Can you ask Ace to go over what we’re lacking?”

      “Yeah, but remember he’s getting married soon and he’s taking Ava on a two-week honeymoon,” Sol reminds me.

      I roll my eyes. Of course, I know. I upgraded their resort package and paid for it. I managed to get the information about their trip out of Ava last time she came into the store. Ace refuses to tell me anything because he knows I’d do something to help them.

      I called the resort to upgrade their room. While I was at it, I also signed Ava up for two massages and paid for a salon credit for her to use however she wanted. Ace got spoiled, too. I signed him up for four-wheeling adventure tours when Ava has her massages.

      “Have you told him yet?” Sol asks.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, and keep walking towards my office.

      “Yeah, nice try, Hart, but I know you. I know you managed to pay for something for Ace. I don’t know what you did, but I know you had to do something. You wouldn’t let this opportunity pass you by.”

      “What are you talking about? What opportunity?” I ask, playing innocent.

      “The chance to help a friend. There is no way you wouldn’t pay for something for them. So, what did you do, upgrade their flights?”

      Oh shit. I didn’t think about that.

      “Ahh, okay. Not the flight, but now that you have the idea, I bet you go in there, call the airline, and do it,” he says, laughing.

      “I will not, but just out of curiosity, do you know what airline they’re flying out on?” I ask, casually but also not at all casually.

      “I might,” he says and smiles, “ ‘cause I already upgraded their flight, so that means you upgraded their resort package.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Okay, yes, I did, but you did something as well so you can’t give me any shit for it,” I say, pointing my finger in the middle of his chest.

      “HARTLEY!” I hear the roar of Ace’s deep gravelly voice vibrate down the hallway.

      “Shit, did you tell him?” I ask, smacking Sol’s chest.

      “Why the fuck would I tell him? I upgraded his shit, too!” he whisper-yells.

      I turn around and slap a sweet smile on my face. “Yes, Ace? What can I do for you?” I ask, radiating innocence.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” he demands, stopping in front of me and crossing his arms.

      I see Sol trying to sneak away behind me. “Oh, no, you don’t,” I say and grab his shirt, pulling him to stand next to me.

      “What was me?” I ask. He rolls his eyes.

      “Which one of you upgraded the flights, and which one of you upgraded the resort package?” he demands.

      I just shrug like I have no idea what he’s talking about. Surreptitiously raising one hand to my stomach, I point my finger at Sol and mouth it was him; Ace just huffs his irritation at my antics.

      “Maybe you won some contest,” Sol says helpfully, without actually helping things.

      Ace narrows his eyes at me. “I’m guessing Sol upgraded the flights, because he managed to get the info out of me last week. Hartley, you did the resort. Ava told me that you sneakily pried that information out of her.”

      “Okay, first of all, don’t say it like that. I did not sneak any information from your soon-to-be-wife. She was very excited the other day, telling me all about where you’re taking her. All I did was listen intently to the way she gushed about how great you are. Right now, I’m going to disagree with that statement,” I say and cross my arms to mimic Ace’s defensive stance.

      “And secondly, you’re fucking welcome. Stop being an asshole,” I tell him and poke him in his big broad chest.

      He snatches my hand and pulls me into a hug, “Thank you, Brat,” he grumbles before lifting me off the ground and spinning me around before setting me down with a huge smile across his face.

      “Thank you, guys. Really. You didn’t have to do any of that. We appreciate it,” he says, shaking Sol’s hand.

      I lean into him so I can wrap my arms around him to give him a hug, squeezing as tight as I can. “You’re family, Ace. Of course we wanted to do something nice, because Ava is family too. You know that, but make sure she knows as well. If you guys ever need anything, just fucking ask. Stop being so stubborn,” I tell him.

      “Yeah, you’re one to talk about being stubborn, Hart. You have the thickest skull of anyone I have ever met. You’re a raging pain in my fucking ass, but I love you,” he says, laughing.

      I shrug my shoulders. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I laugh.

      “Miss Hartley! Do you have time to look at the new book display?” Clara calls from the other side of the hall.

      “Duty calls, boys. Don’t get into too much trouble without me,” I say.

      “When are you going to take a break?” Ace calls.

      I turn around, walking backward and smile, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”
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      It’s been a couple of weeks since Hartley last came in for a visit, but I’ve called her twice a week since and talked to her for a few minutes each time. Sometimes, it’s quiet. Other times, I can hear Sol talking or Brooks crying in the background. The best is when she puts me on speaker phone and I get to talk to Brooks. He obviously doesn’t talk back, but when I hear him laugh or yell excitedly, it warms my fucking heart.

      Every time I get to talk to her, I learn something new about her; things like the fact that she can’t live without coffee and hazelnut creamer. One time she told me she couldn’t find her phone when I was calling ‘cause she left it in the fridge. That was pretty funny. She calls it mom brain.

      I told her about my childhood. My dad left before I was even born. My mom did her best, but being a mother wasn’t for her. When I was sixteen, she left. I figured out how to survive on my own. The neighborhood I grew up in was rough, and no one batted an eye about a teenager without parents.

      I managed to graduate from high school--just barely, but I did it. Sadly, that's my greatest accomplishment. I can tell that my childhood makes her upset but I love that she doesn’t pity me because of it.

      A thick package gets pushed through the bars of my cell. I grab it from the inmate delivering the mail today. He’s a young kid, tall and lanky with hardly any meat on his bones. He’s in for selling meth.

      I thank him and sit on my bed with the package. I smile as I look at the name on the return address. My Hart. I’m not sure when she became my Hart, but somewhere along the way she did.

      She’s mine. She just doesn’t realize it yet.

      The package contains a letter, pictures, and two books. One is The Pacific Crest Trail: Exploring America’s Wilderness Trail, and the other is The Forgotten 500: The Untold Story of the Men Who Risked All for the Greatest Rescue Mission of World War II.

      I flip through the PCT book first and smile at the extra pictures tucked into the pages. There are pictures of Hartley and Brooks in the woods camping, backpacking, and Hartley rock climbing.

      I read the back of The Forgotten 500. She remembered that I like history books.

      Dear Kasen,

      We’ve been extremely busy lately which is why we haven’t been able to come in and visit. For that, I am sorry. The PCT book is one of my favorites. I would love to get to show you the trail one day.

      I hope you haven’t read The Forgotten 500. I haven’t read it yet, but the man at the bookstore recommended it for history buffs. He said it is an exceptionally well written depiction of the events. Enjoy!

      Pretty sure Brooks is missing his friend. We will come and see you soon. I kind of miss our visits, too.

      -Hart
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      Walking into the parole board meeting is nerve wracking and I’m not even the one whose freedom is on the line.

      Over the last three months, Kasen has become such a good friend. I know in my heart he’s a good man, and I’m determined to help him. I didn’t tell him I was coming here today. I didn’t want to give him false hope.

      Not only was I avoiding giving him hope but mostly I didn’t want to admit to being the Hartley Montgomery, heir to the Montgomery fortune as well as co-owner and founder of Wild Hart Outfitters.

      He doesn’t know I come from money; doesn’t know I have my own money. He knows me, the real Hart. I don’t have to pretend with him, and I love that. I don’t want that to change due to the number of zeros in my bank account.

      So, yeah, I have a secret. I’m a millionaire. Actually, I’m a multi-millionaire. I’m a trust fund baby, and yes, while I grew up around a lavish lifestyle, my father never subscribed to the thought process of babying his children, Sol and me.

      His Hart and Sol.

      Instead, we lived in a modest house, and we went to public schools. We got into college on our own, not with a large donation and our name on the side of a building.

      We didn’t wear designer clothes and still don’t. When our father passed away, Sol and I inherited everything in a lump sum to be split between us how we decided because Father trusted us. It would be nearly impossible to spend that kind of money over ten lifetimes, let alone one.

      We built our dream, Wild Hart Outfitters, an outdoor store now on the verge of expanding across the nation. We offer outdoor classes -- everything from training for month-long hikes on the Pacific Crest Trail or Appalachian Trail, to climbing Mount Shasta, and Survival Skills 101. We even have a basic camping class where we take a group of people camping in the woods. We have rock climbing classes, from beginners on an indoor training wall to free climbing, to experts free climbing outdoors. We have hunter safety training. Our training for a Concealed Carry Weapon (CCW) permit is taught by a certified firearms instructor and recognized by the sheriff's department. We’re one of the only stores with indoor and outdoor gun ranges.

      We also sell all the best gear: backpacks, tents, ropes, harnesses, and dry foods. You name it, we have it.  Wild Hart is our baby.

      Sol and I have always loved the outdoors. We belong in the trees, not rubbing elbows with stuffy politicians and trust fund brats. They’re the type of people who only care how big my bank account is -- not my heart.

      However, being the Hartley Montgomery and growing up surrounded by the American elite has taught me many things, including how to carry myself into this meeting. When I stand in front of the parole board, I’m not a twenty-four-year-old single mother. I’m a multi-millionaire, and I intend to make sure they know that.

      I’ve forgone my jeans and faded t-shirt for classy low heels, a black pencil skirt, and a cream-colored blouse. Gone is my messy mom bun. Instead, I have a classic French twist. My usually bare face is sporting just the right amount of makeup to draw attention to my blue eyes.

      My posture is the kind developed from years of being in the spotlight. I carry myself like the tycoon I know I am. I am formidable, and there is no doubt I radiate power.

      When I enter the room, there is one lone chair in front of a large table. Behind the table sit two men and a woman in suits next to a parole officer in a crisp black uniform.

      “Ms. Montgomery, you’re here on behalf of Inmate Kingston. Is that correct?” asks the women. She has cold, calculating blue eyes and blond hair that is graying around her face.

      “Yes, ma’am. I am here to speak about Mr. Kingston’s character,” I enunciate because to me he’s a person, not a number on a sheet that they can write off. I won’t let them.

      “And how do you know inmate Kingston? I see no mention of you in his early files,” she says while glancing at the open file in front of her. No doubt she is merely skimming it.

      “We met three months ago, when I was in a car accident and he saved my baby,” I state. That gets their attention.

      “And how is that possible?” an older gentleman inquires, knowing three months ago that Kasen was clearly still incarcerated.

      “Kasen was participating in the fire conservation with the work crews. He witnessed the accident and was able to save and comfort my three-month-old baby while I was still pinned inside my vehicle. Since then, I have visited Mr. Kingston on several occasions. You may confirm that with the prison visitors' log. In addition, I have spoken on the phone with him many times. Kasen has become a good friend. I feel he has served well beyond what he should have, considering he was not aware of any criminal acts taking place at the time of the crime,” I state, not trying to hide my disdain. Clearly, I don't believe his conviction was just.

      “Furthermore, when Kasen is released, I am willing to give him both a job and a place to stay. As I’m sure you’re well aware,” I take a moment to make eye contact with the only actual parole officer present, “inmates that are released and can avoid a halfway house are more likely to properly reintegrate into society. Kasen has no family and no close friends. He wishes to be a successful member of society and does not want to turn to his old alliances for help in any way. He is determined to continue to distance himself from any and all criminal elements.” I pause for a moment, take a deep breath, and let my emotions shine through.

      “I want to give Kasen his best chance to succeed, something he has not been accorded for most of his life. He has a job at my store if he wants it; he will have the standard salary offered to new hires, as well as benefits starting after he completes his first one hundred and sixty hours. Same as everyone else. Kasen will not receive special treatment, but he will receive fair treatment. He will be regarded like a real person, which is what he is -- a person. Not a felon, not a convict, and most certainly not a murderer.” I see the parole officer raise his eyebrows, clearly wondering who the fuck I am to offer this.

      I look back at the woman.

      “And he can stay in one of my spare bedrooms until he gets on his feet enough to afford his own accommodations. I have already prepared my home for a visit from the board to check that everything is in order. I understand his felony conviction and have prepared my home according to the basic rules I was able to find: all firearms, ammunition and supplies have been removed from the property, as well as knives that did not meet the size restrictions. If there will be specifications to his living conditions, I’m happy to accommodate those as well.” When I’m done, every member of the board is shocked. They’re trying to hide it, but I read people very well.

      “What is it that you do, Ms. Montgomery?” the older gentleman queries.

      “I am Hartley Montgomery, founder and co-owner  of Wild Hart Outfitters,” I state simply. The man on the end who has yet to speak sucks in a deep breath.

      “As in, heir of the Charles Montgomery fortune?” he asks, clearly floored.

      I pause, for dramatic effect, of course, before I look him in the eye and say, “One and the same. Charles was my father.”
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      Preparing for the parole board was nerve wracking, even though I've kept my nose clean. During my time here, I've been awarded work release, more yard time, and jobs within the prison walls.

      This could mean nothing to the board. They could dismiss me as easily as the judge did three years ago, but I’m fully prepared to argue my case.

      All of them stare at me dispassionately as the guard leads me into the room."

      “Inmate Kingston, please have a seat,” the woman invites, so I do.

      I wait, not sure how this works. Do I start talking? Do they ask me questions?

      “Your release date is one week away. You will be picked up at 9 a.m. out in front of the prison. You are to report to Parole Officer Ducanon within one week of your release. Is that understood?” she asks and glances down at her papers.

      There’s a pause as I stare at the people on the board. “That’s it?” I can’t help but ask.

      Of all the ways I saw this going, that was not one of them. She raises her eyes back to mine.

      “It seems you have rather influential friends, Mr. Kingston,” she deadpans.

      That sounds rather ominous. I don’t have influential friends. I don’t have any friends, well, except Hartley. When I don’t respond, she narrows her eyes at me.

      “A Hartley Montgomery. You do know her, do you not? If not, then this is rather awkward, as she’s offered you a job and a place to live after your release.”

      “Yes, I know Hartley. I just didn’t realize she would be considered influential,” I say, honestly not really understanding.

      The man at the end of the table leans forward, resting his elbows in front of him. He takes a moment to study the confusion on my face before a small smile tugs at the corner of his mouth.

      “How well do you know Ms. Montgomery, exactly?”

      “I helped look after her son three months ago in a car accident. She’s visited me regularly since then, but I don’t know much about her life outside of here. I briefly met her brother, but I don’t know him well. I know her personality. She didn’t tell me she was coming to the board,” I pause and swallow, “or that she would be able to give me a job and a place to live.”

      “Are those things you are willing to accept upon your release?” the parole officer asks. I immediately agree to Hart's offer.

      How could I not?

      The man on the end shakes his head and chuckles a little. “Son, I think your friend has some explaining to do when you get out. She already has your release date and time and has agreed to pick you up. Understand though, she may not be who she seems to be,” he cautions.

      And with that, I’m being led out of the room, confused beyond belief. What does that mean not who she seems to be?

      Once I make it back to my cell and have a minute to collect my thoughts, I mentally run down the list of things I know about Hartley:

      
        	She likes hazelnut coffee creamer at home but orders a caramel latte if she’s at a coffee shop.

        	She’s twenty-four.

        	Brooks is now six months old, and he was born April 10th.

        	Brooks’s father is not in the picture, but I don’t know why.

        	She has one brother, Sol, and no other siblings. Sol is two years older.

        	Her mother left when she was a baby. She knows nothing about her mother.

        	Her father died four years ago.

        	She loves the outdoors, hiking, and camping. She rock climbs and rock-climbing every major mountain peak in the world is on her bucket list. She’s gotten six under her belt so far.

        	After her father passed away, she took four months off and hiked the Pacific Crest Trail. In other words, she’s a fucking boss.

        	She’s kind, a great mother, and a good friend. She doesn’t judge people before getting to know them, and she follows her gut.

      

      I sigh and scrub my hands down my face. I feel like I know Hart, but maybe I don’t know who she truly is. I realize I don’t know what she does for a living. I’m not sure what she studied in college, or if she went. I don’t even know where she lives. All her mail comes from a P.O. Box.

      I assumed she lived close enough to the prison, because she comes out once a week. I didn’t think she would drive more than maybe forty-five minutes to get here.

      In seven days, I’m about to meet a whole new version of my Hart.
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      Friday morning, I wait outside the prison for Kasen; I’m a bundle of nervous energy. Brooks is at the store with Sol today so I can get Kasen settled at home. I really want today to go well. What if I have built up our friendship in my head and he doesn’t feel how I feel?

      I’m not second-guessing my choice to help him; I’m just nervous because he’s about to get a ton of new information about me, and I’m not sure how he’s going to react to it.

      Will he care that I have money, or that I didn’t tell him about it? I never lied to him, but I did omit the truth. It just never seemed to come up. I can’t remember him asking about my job. I know if he had, I wouldn’t have lied. We've talked about a lot of things over the last three months. It’s hard to remember everything.

      I think over all the things I have learned about Kasen in the past few months:

      
        	He is twenty-six.

        	He's an only child, as far as he knows.

        	He never met his father; his father walked about before Kasen was ever born.

        	His mother walked away from him when he was barely sixteen, and in order to survive alone, he made friends with the wrong people.

        	He likes history, especially learning about the different US wars, it’s something about the strategy and tactics and how wars affect the government as a whole.

        	Before Brooks, he had never been around a baby.

        	He doesn’t understand the value of good coffee creamer.

        	And he has never hiked, ever.

      

      When the gate to the prison slides open, Kasen steps out into the sunshine. He doesn’t have anything but the clothes on his back and the books I sent him. Three years in that hellhole and he didn’t accumulate any personal possessions other than what I have given him in the last three months -- at least nothing that meant enough for him to take with him.

      He looks at the world surrounding him. I’m sitting cross legged on the hood of my Jeep Wrangler. He scans the parking lot, and when he sees me, I give a little wave. He makes his way towards me.

      “Ms. Montgomery,” he says by way of greeting. I inwardly cringe a little, but otherwise don’t react. Instead, I nod to him curtly.

      “Mr. Kingston.”

      We stand there for a minute assessing each other. I’m not sure what to do here. Do I explain or wait for him to ask?

      “Are you ready to head out?”

      “I thought you would never ask,” he laughs.

      I love his laugh.

      When I hop down off the hood, I stand in front of him and tilt my head to look at his face. He is so much taller than me. I guess I’ve never noticed because we’re almost always seated in the visitor's area.

      “Well, I guess let’s go, then,” I say, and turn to the driver’s door before he catches my arm and pulls me in for a hug.

      I melt into him. It’s our real first hug, and it’s not awkward at all. It feels like old friends coming together after being apart for too long.

      “I’m not sure what you did, Hart, but thank you. Thank you so fucking much,” he says into my hair.

      “Oh, I didn’t do much. I just told them the truth about how great you are,” I say. When he releases me, I smile at him. I turn again to head to the driver’s door and hop in. He climbs in and joins me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to talk to the board?” he asks.

      I start the Jeep and put it in gear, pulling out of the parking lot.

      “Honestly? I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case it didn’t matter what I had to say. I didn’t want to tell you I was going to try to help and have you get excited about the possibility of freedom, only to have it ripped away. You were always so careful to say you had a hearing in X amount of time, not that you were getting out. It seemed like you weren’t convinced they would parole you. I wanted to tell you I would do anything to help, but also knew you wouldn’t let me. So, I just kind of went behind your back and helped you anyways. Are you upset?” I ask.

      He looks over at me and smiles.

      “I already told you, Hart, I could never be mad at you. Especially not when we’re having this conversation on this side of the bars,” he grins.

      “Good, ‘cause I don’t think I could’ve handled you being mad,” I say and laugh a little.

      “We’re about two hours from the house. Sol has Brooks today, so we have plenty of time to get you squared away. Your first day of work is Monday…” He interrupts before I can finish.

      “Which reminds me, what is it that you do? How can you just give me a job? And a place to stay? The board told me I had a very influential friend speak on my behalf, but I don’t know what that means. So, can we talk about all that first?” he inquires.

      I cringe a little, but I owe him an explanation.

      “You know how much I love the outdoors?” I say, and he nods. “Well, I love the outdoors so much that I made it my job. Sol and I are founders and co-owners of Wild Hart Outfitters. It’s an outdoor guide store, pretty successful. But, unlike other stores, we don’t just do sales and gear. We also do classes. You can take a class for just about anything relating to the outdoors or survival.” I look at him to gauge his reaction. He’s just looking ahead and nodding slightly, so I know he’s with me so far.

      “How did you get started? A loan?” he asks, and I cringe a little again.

      “Not exactly. More like an inheritance.”

      “From your dad?” he guesses, and I nod. “Okay, but that doesn’t explain why they would call you influential. I mean, no offense, because owning a successful business like that is beyond amazing. I can't imagine being that successful, especially for something I loved doing so much. But that doesn’t automatically make you influential.”

      I let out a deep breath and decide to just lay it all out.

      “Sol and I come from money, a lot of money -- generations worth of accumulated capital. When our dad passed away, Sol and I became multi--millionaires overnight. We have the type of money that you couldn’t spend in ten lifetimes, even if spending it was your whole life's goal,” I explain matter-of-factly to him, and he sucks in a deep breath. Yeah dude, trust me, I get it.

      “So, we took a pretty small sum of our capital, five hundred thousand dollars, two fifty each, and started the business. We were smart about it, though. We didn’t jump into the deep end without being able to swim. We made smart choices and researched everything ‘til we were blue in the face.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I mean it’s none of my business. I can see why you wouldn’t want a felon to have that knowledge,” he backtracks, and I look at him. I reach my right hand over and grab his left, squeezing it gently.

      “Kasen, I didn’t tell you not because of you, but because of me. Sol and I, we’re not spoiled trust fund kids. We don’t go around flaunting our money or our name. We have worked hard our whole lives. Yes, we had it much easier than you did, than most people, but we didn’t live in mansions with live-in maids or cooks. The most we had was a cleaning lady that came in once a week to deep clean the modest house we lived in. Our father taught us how to cook for ourselves. It was a fun thing we did together, trying new recipes. When people hear the name Montgomery where we live, they know it means big money. We’re suddenly everyone’s best friend when, really, they don’t know us at all. I didn’t want that with you. I wanted you to get to know me, because I knew if you got to know Hart, without the money, then I’d know you liked being my friend for me. I’ve just… I’ve never really had that before. You’re one of my only friends, Kasen.”

      Once I’m done explaining my reasons, he seems to understand, and he squeezes my hand back.

      “I get that, Hart, I really do. I guess now that I’m out, I won’t be sharing with everyone I meet first off that I’m a felon. I wouldn’t want to lead with that and have them come to conclusions before getting to know me. So, I understand. Thank you for sharing with me, though. It means a lot to know all of you.”
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      Hart is a millionaire, no a multi--millionaire, and now I have officially been reminded that we are just friends and can never be more. I knew she was out of my league before, but now? We’re not even playing the same sport.

      But she is still my kind, sweet, funny Hart. Even if we’re only ever friends, she’s a damn good friend to have.

      We pull into the parking lot of a mall. We’ve been driving for an hour or so, and, according to Hart, we have another hour to go. She’s been driving two hours, each way, once a week for three months to come visit me. Me, of all people. It’s amazing how good of a person she is.

      “Come on.” She tugs open her door. “The guest room is yours for however long you want it. I don’t have a timeline for you. You’re welcome to stay as long as you’re comfortable. I want the room to be yours. I noticed you didn’t really bring any personal belongings with you,” she says.

      I shrug, “I didn’t have anything worth taking, except what you sent. I guess I just wanted a clean break, and bringing anything else with me seemed like it would contaminate my new life,” I explain.

      “I get it. That’s why I figured we’d pick you up some stuff. You can paint the room if you want. I don’t care. There’s a dresser, a closet, and a king bed. There’s bedding and extra sheets, but feel free to get new stuff for it if you want.” I stop and gently grab her hand to halt her movements. She looks at me in confusion, and I feel my ears get warm with embarrassment.

      “Hart, I don’t actually have any money yet.”

      She smiles, “I know that, silly. Wild Hart is giving you an advance to get the things you need. Then, we’ll deduct a specified amount from each check until the advance is paid back. Consider it a loan from work, one that is automatically paid back and doesn’t actually affect your credit,” she says, and tugs on my hand to keep walking. “I would be happy to just pay for whatever you need, but I didn’t think you would like that. You seem like you have too much pride to just let me pay. So, rather than insult you by offering, we’ll do it this way instead.”

      I laugh because she’s totally right. I would have just found a way to make this single set of clothes work somehow.

      “There are also towels, new toothbrushes and toothpaste, all that stuff, already in your bathroom. But I didn’t get you any soap, shampoo, or conditioner. I wasn’t sure what you would like. So, don’t forget to get that stuff before we leave. What clothes do you like? Any particular stores?”

      “Jeans and T-shirts mostly. Maybe some sweatpants and workout stuff. And I probably need a new pair of shoes, these were trashed before I went inside. What’s the dress code at work?” I need to know because I’ll need to make sure I get that stuff too. “And what exactly will I be doing at work?” I ask.

      “We’ll have plenty of time on Monday for all that. Basically I’m going to start you at the bottom, like everyone else, since you don’t have experience. You’ll mostly be helping with the restocking and things like that; I’ll also have you helping with the charity packs. If you want to, you’ll be able to work your way up. Again, you’re welcome to stay on as long as you do a good job. This isn’t a year-long thing to get on your feet, then I’m going to kick you out. If you work hard, and like the job, then Wild Hart is happy to have you as an employee. And a uniform shirt is provided, but we do like employees in black pants. They can be any type of pants, they just have to be black. Those aren’t provided,” she says smiling.

      “Oh, and remind me we need to hit the grocery store. I have some things to stock up on, and that’ll give you a chance to pick out certain things you would like me to keep in the house for you,” she says.

      I chuckle at how thorough she is. I thought I was going to get out, have no money, no job, no family, nowhere to go... And yet here I am, not even two hours after becoming a free man, and I have a job, a place to live. I have a friend who wants to know if I have any special dinner requests. And what an adorable friend she is.

      “Hart, Darlin', I don’t know if you realize that prison food is so bad, not even the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches taste right. I’m sure whatever you eat will be just fine with me,” I tell her.

      She stops and puts her hands on her hips. “That’s not the point, Kasen. I don’t want you to just survive out here; to just go with the flow, saying ‘whatever you think will be fine, Hart.’ I know you haven’t had freedom in three years, but that’s over now. Now you have it, as well as choices and input. You get to tell me ‘Hart, your burgers suck’ if that’s how you feel. I’m not your warden or your guard. I don’t control you, Kasen. You get to have opinions here, and I want you to share them with me.”

      I put my hands on her shoulders before she can have a damn heart attack from getting herself agitated. “Hart, take a breath.” She does. “Now, slowly let it out. Feel better?” I ask, and she nods.

      “I’m sorry, Kasen. I got all worked up. It was just like, suddenly I was thinking I did all this behind your back. I went to the board and offered the job and a place to stay. While that’s great, and my intentions were good, maybe you think of this as just another prison, and I don’t want that. That’s not what this is,” she says it in such a small voice that the caveman inside me comes to the surface.

      I pull her in for a hug, and I’m pretty sure she sniffles a little. So help me, if I just made her cry, I’m never going to forgive myself.

      “Hart, listen to me. I do not think of this as another prison. I appreciate everything you have done and everything you are offering. But, just like you don’t want me to think this is a prison, I don’t want to take advantage of my friend’s kindness. Which you have shown me more of in the last three months than I’ve felt in the last three years. Hell, longer than three years. Hart, what you've done, it means everything to me. Everything. And I promise to tell you if your burgers suck, okay?” I joke. She giggles against my chest.

      Best sound ever.

      “Okay, deal. But they don’t, just saying.” She pulls away with tears shining in her eyes, but with a smile on her face. I reach up and wipe a tear away, then do the same to the other side.

      “I swear I didn’t use to be such a mess. My hormones are all fucked up since having Brooks, so I apologize in advance for any random crying that occurs from this point forward. Fair warning, it’ll probably be a lot. Don’t take it personally.”

      She points at my face.

      “Because I know that’s what you’re doing right now. You did not cause this, Kasen. I’m a hot mess right now. Last week I cried because my coffee maker didn’t automatically turn on. My coffee maker didn’t take it personally, so you can’t either, unless you actually do something that warrants feeling guilty. But I kind of doubt you will.”
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      We spend the next hour shopping through the mall, which I’ve decided is just a form of torture the U.S. government isn’t aware of yet. Every time I try to pick out a cheaper item, Hartley tells me there is a fine line between quality and price. She says that I don’t have to buy the most expensive thing, because often the quality is shit and I’d just paying for the label.

      Even though she's a multimillionaire, Hartley Montgomery doesn't have the ego that requires her to spend extra for trendy brand names or logos.

      She also says that the cheapest things are often poor quality as well. I'd end up spending more in the long run, because the cheap shit wears out faster, and I would have to replace it sooner.

      She finally gave up trying to explain this to me, and instead just asked me what I liked and what my sizes were. I had to try on a handful of things to get my sizing. Since prison is boring as fuck, I spent a lot of time working out. I’ve grown a few sizes.

      Then she sits me down on a bench, tosses her phone at me, and tells me to "play a game or something." It takes her ten minutes to come back. When she does, it’s with so many clothing options I’m not sure she left anything on the racks. She tells me to look through them and keep what I like, ordering me not to look at the price tags. I peek at a few, but know I won’t be winning this fight.

      After buying more clothes than I think I’ve owned over the course of my entire life, we go to a home goods type store. She asks if I want new bedding, and I tell her I’d rather wait to see the room before buying anything for it. She agrees that’s a good idea.

      Next, we go to the grocery store.

      “I have to grab something for dinner tonight. I spaced on taking anything out because I was so excited to come get you. Pick out whatever looks good to you. If there is anything you’ve been wanting grab it and we can make it. We’re going to the farmers’ market in the morning though, so we’ll get fresh fruits and vegetables there,” she says.

      She asks if I have anything special I want for dinner. I don’t. When I tell her to surprise me, she’s all too happy to do so, asking if I have any allergies or if I don’t like this or that. I’m really not a picky eater; you learn not to be in prison.

      Hart talks to the butcher at length, but not just about the food. She asks him about his family, specifically his daughters -- how their recitals went and how his son is doing in little league. In the end, she gets a premade chicken fajita mix from the butcher that looks damn good.

      It’s a little under an hour from the grocery store when we pull off the road and down a paved driveway. It’s about a mile from the main road, and there are fields on either side.

      “Do others live down here, or just you?” I ask.

      “Just me. Wait till you see the house. I can’t wait to show you everything!”

      We pull up to the house, and, honestly, it fits Hart. Not Hartley Montgomery multimillionaire, no this fits my Hart to a T. It’s a modest, single-story white farmhouse with navy trim and a wraparound porch. I can see a barn just behind it, but no garage.

      When we go inside, the house has an open concept. I can see most of the living room and kitchen, as well as a hallway to the right. There’s an L-shaped gray couch and a matching recliner, along with a small crib, or maybe it’s called a cradle, in the living room. A box of baby toys rests in the corner. Hartley takes the few groceries she bought into the kitchen and puts them away.

      She grabs her phone and sends off some texts before setting it on the counter.

      “I was just telling Sol we’re back, so he can bring Brooks home whenever. He’ll probably be at least a few more hours, but they should be here in time for dinner. Sol usually has dinner here a few times a week,” she explains, and I nod. She heads down the hall and waves for me to follow.

      “This is Brooks’s room here.” She pushes open the first door on the right. It’s a decent size room, but not too large. There is a small closet, changing table, and a crib. Hanging above the crib are intricate letters painted to look like trees that spell out BROOKS. Under the letters, there’s a script; mens regnum bona possidet.

      “What language is that?” I ask, gesturing to the letters.

      “Latin. It means an honest heart is a kingdom in itself,” she says.

      I continue to look around the room. It’s fairly gender-neutral. It’s painted a light gray on three walls and a darker gray on the ceiling. The ceiling also has constellations painted across it. The fourth wall is painted with a mural of a forest that is so realistic it looks like I could step through the wall and be among the trees.

      There’s a window on the mural wall that looks out to the backyard with an expansive view of an actual forest. When I step back, I realize that the mural is an extension of the view from the window. It all blends as one.

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” I say.

      “Thank you. Took me most of my pregnancy to finish the whole wall,” she says. I snap my gaze over to her.

      “You painted this?” I ask, and she blushes a little.

      “Yes. Come on.” I look at the mural and shake my head.

      She is a fucking damn good artist on top of everything else.

      “This is the main bathroom.” She pushes open the door on the left.

      I glance inside, but it’s nothing too special. Faint blue that is almost white is on three walls. It’s almost like the color of fresh snow on a sunny day by a body of water, when the blue of the water and the sky reflect back on the snow.The other wall is a darker blue. The bathroom is fairly simple; there are no outlandish fixtures. It’s very Hart, with a touch of Brooks -- there are colorful towels hanging on hooks and a basket of toys in the tub.

      I think I’m coming to realize she really is the Hart I’ve gotten to know over the last few months. Her money changes nothing more than her bank account.

      There are framed pictures lining the whole hallway. It’s a mashup of different frames in different sizes. A few canvas paintings of various sizes are mixed into the assortment, all of them are nature paintings. In the corner of each, I spot a small HM with a heart around the initials.

      I see mostly photographs of Hartley, Sol, and Brooks. A few show a young Hart and Sol with an older man, probably their father. There are photos of Hartley on top of the mountains she’s climbed, victory posing.

      Adorable.

      Another Latin phrase in elaborate script is painted onto the wall, si vis pacem, para bellum.

      “You do realize you will have plenty of time to look at all the pictures, right?” she asks, laughing a little.

      I guess she’s right. After all, I’m still holding my bags from our shopping trip.

      “What does this one mean?” I ask, nodding to the script. She smiles.

      “If you want peace, prepare for war.”

      We walk further down the hall.

      “This is my room. Yours is across from mine.” Her door is already open, and I can’t resist looking inside.

      She has an exceptionally large bed, I’d say a California King, in the center of the back wall. The distressed white bed frame is rather simple. There is a quilt on top of the bed. It’s a scene; the squares are sewn together to create a forest at sunset. Something that intricate must have cost a fortune.

      The nightstands on either side of the bed match the frame, as does the rest of the bedroom furniture. There's a large dresser against one wall, between a closet door and one that leads to the master bathroom..

      I head into my room. There's a king size bed on a dark cherry wood frame, matching nightstands on either side, and a matching dresser. The bed has a dark gray comforter on it with pillows to match. I’ve never had anything this nice -- never anything that wasn’t a hand-me-downs, and certainly nothing that matched, unless I count the plain white prison sheets.

      “Here’s the closet,” Hartley says, opening a door to the left of the dresser. “There are hangers and shelves for pants and shoes. This is your bathroom,” she says, opening the other door.

      “I have a bathroom?” I ask, thinking maybe it leads to the main bathroom.

      “Yeah, it’s not as big as the master, and there’s no tub, just a stand-up shower... But it’s nice. There are fresh towels in here already. There’s a hamper in here. Just bring it to the laundry room off the kitchen when you need things washed. I’ll toss your stuff in with mine and Brooks's, we'll save water that way,” she says.

      “Hart, this is... wow!” I sit down on the bed.

      I’m in shock. The whole day is catching up to me, along with everything that Hartley has done for me. It’s all just a lot to take in.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks and sits next to me, tucking one leg under her. Her hand rests gently on my arm.

      “Hart, nothing's wrong. This is amazing. Your house, this room. It’s more than I’ve ever had, and you’re opening it up to me. I’m just a little overwhelmed by your kindness, is all.”

      She smiles and wraps her arms around my bicep, leaning her head on my shoulder. It's comfortable, as if we've been here before, like we've done this a hundred times.

      “Do you want help sorting your stuff, or do you want to leave it for now?” she asks quietly.

      “Can we leave it?” I request.

      She nods her head, standing and tugging slightly on my arm. “Help me make lunch?”

      “Of course.” We get up and leave the room, leave my room.

      I leave my bags sitting on the bed and follow her into the kitchen. Hartley pulls out stuff from the pantry to make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I smile.

      It’s the best PB&J I’ve ever had.
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      “Come on, I want to show you something,” I tell Kasen as he helps wipe down the counters after we finish our PB&Js. We head for the back door and down the path that leads to the woods.

      “I own five acres, but the forest around my property is BLM land. It’s public, but no one can ever buy it to build on it. I’ll always have access to it. It’s one of the main reasons I bought this parcel,” I explain as we head for the trees.

      “What's BLM land?” Kasen asks. I’m going to have to keep reminding myself that not everyone knows my lingo.

      “The Bureau of Land Management is an agency within the government that administers public land in the US. It’s basically government owned land that is open to the public, but that isn’t designated as something like a national park,” I explain.

      “So, is this the part where you kill me and bury me in the woods? Was that your whole plan?” he laughs, and I shoot him a fake glare.

      “Don’t test me, Kingston,” I say, trying to fight my smile as we enter the trees. I take a deep breath. This place soothes my soul.

      The forest is dense, blanketed with grand redwood trees that tower over the world. The trail is packed down with thick roots popping out and spreading across the ground before diving back under the surface and intertwining like a web system under the ground. They hold on tightly, connecting each tree to its neighbor. There are massive old redwoods and smaller young ones. Those will never get as large as the ancients. There isn’t enough room for them to grow or enough light reaching them through the canopy.

      There are countless trails in the forest. I’m sure even I haven’t found them all. I have secret paths that are smaller and not used as often, trails that lead down to the river, and ones that lead up the mountain.

      We take the trail to the left, and almost immediately it starts to climb. It’s not a hard path to follow because it's been so well traveled. I’ve been walking it almost daily since I bought the land a few years ago. Kasen is breathing a little heavily, though. I guess all those muscles are hard to drag around. We’ll have to work on his cardio. A small smile pulls at the corner of my lips as I imagine Kasen all hot and sweaty from a workout.

      A mile into the incline we crest the hill, and when Kasen looks up, he sucks in a deep breath.

      “Wow,” he whispers.

      I know how he feels. No matter how many times I see this view, it always steals my breath.

      “This is where I come when I need a little peace or if Brooks is extra cranky. Something about this place just soothes us,” I tell him as we look out over the valley of trees.

      We can see the river winding through the forest in the distance and snow capped mountains further away. The sun is high in the sky. Sunset or sunrise is more ideal, but this will work to show him one of my favorite places.

      There are hills with higher peaks throughout the forest, some with better views, but neither of us are dressed for those hikes. No matter how much I like Kasen, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to share the cliffs with him.

      “If you ever can’t find me and I’m not answering my phone, I’m probably here.”  We sit in silence and take in the scene.

      My soul is at peace here. Here, there are no bad things. Here, the monsters can’t get me, my demons can’t find me, and neither can he.

      Here, I am free. I hope Kasen feels the same way.

      After spending a silent hour up at The Point, we climb back down the trail to the house. Kasen thanks me for showing it to him. He seems calmer now, less overwhelmed by the new situation we’re in here. I show him the refinished barn, which is part garage and part gym. I tell him he’s welcome to use the gym anytime.

      I make a mental note to investigate the status of his license. Once he has a valid driver's license, he can have the freedom to drive one of the cars too.

      When we make it back to the house, Kasen says he’s going to take a shower, then put away his stuff. I decide a bubble bath is what’s needed for me, but I’ll wait until after Brooks is asleep tonight for that.

      Grabbing my phone, I see I have a few texts from Sol. I grab my laptop and check through my emails, spreadsheets, and reports from the store. I start to schedule meetings and add more classes into the schedule. I survive best when I’m kept busy. There is less time to think about everything if I only have time for work and Brooks.

      I start to go over the PCT trail map, deciding to plot a six-day hike. This is the first time I’m adding this to our list of offered activities for the winter season. We’ll travel to the lower section of the trail. If I plan this right, I can offer a broken-up hike, sectioning it off doing week long hikes, then breaking for a few weeks. We’ll then go back and pick up where we left off.

      It would take a while, but that would give different groups the ability to pick the section or time that they want to hike it. Since I will have plenty of time to keep training, I can take Brooks with me. That will be a challenge, but I’m up for it.
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      I think I just got the best night of sleep in my entire life; this bed feels like I’m sleeping on a goddamn cloud. I feel so good that I don’t even care that my clock says it’s 5 a.m. If I’m quiet, I can creep out to the home gym Hartley has set up in the barn and get a workout in. Pushing out of bed, I make my way into my attached bathroom. I still can’t believe I have my own bathroom.

      While Hartley’s home doesn’t even begin to display her fortune, it’s still the nicest house I’ve ever been in. I’m pretty sure most middle-class Americans would agree.

      I put on my sweatpants and a t-shirt, grabbing my shoes so I can put them on once I’m outside. I don’t want to wake Brooks or Hartley. Slowly and very quietly, I open my door and make my way down the hall. As I’m about to pass Brooks’s room, Hartley walks out with him in her arms.

      “Morning,” I whisper, and Zombie Hartley grumbles something that could possibly have been "morning" or "fuck you," I’m not really sure.

      Note to self: Hartley is not a morning person, but Brooks is a very-early-morning baby. If this is a normal thing, and I keep waking up this early, maybe I could help her with him at some point. I’m not sure what I would do, but she could give me instructions. Unless he eats this early. I don’t have the right equipment to accommodate that.

      Zombie Hartley -- yes, I am calling her Zombie Hartley in the mornings from this point on -- shuffles her feet down the hall and disappears into her bedroom with Brooks. I chuckle to myself, making my way out to the barn to get in a great workout.

      Hartley’s home gym has everything: free weights, machines, a squat rack, a leg press, a treadmill, an elliptical, and some kind of breathing mask by the treadmill that I’m not going near. Yesterday, Hartley mentioned something about it having to do with training.

      I spend the next hour lifting weights and working up a sweat while thinking about how much has changed in my life in just the last forty eight hours. They say timing is everything, and I think for the first time in my life I was in the right place at the right time--on the side of that highway in an orange prison jumpsuit.

      Do I wish that Hartley and Brooks were never in that accident? Of course. I never want anything bad to happen to either of them, but am I also glad that I was there? Hell, yes. And not because of my own good fortune that has come out of that day. Hartley is the kind of person who sticks with friends for life, the type who never quite leaves their minds, the type who is always there to remind them to be better.

      I hope I never have to let her go, even if I only ever get to have her friendship.

      After I’m dripping in sweat and my mind is filled with thoughts of a sleepy, blue-eyed girl, I call it quits and make my way to the house. Instead of the darkened windows from 5 a.m., there are lights on.

      When I open the back door I hear music coming from the kitchen. I make my way past the laundry room to see a much livelier Hartley dancing in front of the stove to a Kane Brown song playing from the Bluetooth speakers on the counter.

      She turns to Brooks sitting in his high chair with what looks like apple sauce all over his face and starts to sing -- completely off key, by the way, but she’s still adorable.

      Hart turns back to the stove and flips pancakes, bacon, and eggs. She’s wearing a loose tank top, no bra, and a pair of boxer briefs. Her hair is wet from a shower and braided down her back.

      “Are you going to join the party or just stand in the doorway like a stranger?” she calls over her shoulder.

      Busted.

      “I haven’t decided yet if I want to join in these shenanigans,” I tell her.

      She clicks the volume down a few notches before turning to place another pancake on the mile-high stack.

      “Well, go take a shower. Breakfast is almost ready, and I can smell you from here,” she says, scrunching up her nose grinning.

      “Watch it. If you’re not careful, I might come over there and give you a sweaty hug,” I threaten her.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I take one step towards her. She holds her spatula up like it’s a weapon that could stop me.

      Glancing at the island in the middle of the kitchen, she quickly darts to the other side so I can’t get her.

      “Stop messing around, Kasen. You’re going to make me burn the pancakes!” she yells, pointing the spatula at the stove for dramatic effect.

      “Then come here and get this over with, Hart,” I tell her.

      “I’ll never surrender.” She crosses her arms.

      “Fine, they’re your pancakes that will burn.”

      “I’ll just give you the burnt ones,” she quips and sticks her tongue out at me. My smile spreads even wider.

      “Oh, fine, you win this round, Montgomery, but I’ll get you back,” I say and walk around the island.

      She watches my movements and rounds the island back to the stove as I disappear down the hall. When she clicks the volume back up and changes the song to “Ice, Ice, Baby,” I peek around the wall and see her at the stove with her back to me.

      Slipping my shoes off, I slowly creep up behind her. When she’s a safe distance from the stove, I wrap my arms around her and press her into my sweat covered chest. She yelps in surprise and then chuckles.

      “Damn it, Kasen!” she yells as I put her down and dart quickly back down the hallway before she can smack me with the spatula, which she totally tries to do. I think she even throws it at me just before I make it around the corner.

      Note to self: Hartley at five in the morning is a zombie. Hartley at six in the morning will threaten my life with kitchen utensils.

      After a quick shower, I get dressed in jeans and a dark green t-shirt. Grabbing a white hand towel and going down the hall, I wave my “white flag” around the corner, peeking to look in the kitchen.

      “I accept your surrender, for now,” Hartley says. “Come on and fix your plate. We gotta leave for the farmers’ market in an hour.”

      “Uh, Hart?” I ask, looking at the clock.

      “Yeah?” she asks, putting pancakes, eggs, and bacon on her plate. There is no way she can fit all that into her tiny body. There’s just no way.

      “It’s six thirty in the morning,” I tell her and point to the clock on the stove. She rolls her eyes.

      “I’m well aware of the time, Captain Obvious. The farmers’ market opens at eight, and we have to be there early to get the good stuff before the best vendors sell out,” she tells me very seriously; as if farmers’ markets were a cutthroat situation.

      “Should I be preparing to battle little old ladies for the best jam?” I ask her in an equally serious tone. She is not amused, which she makes obvious by smacking me across the chest.

      “You're worse than Sol. Just eat.” She rolls her eyes as we sit at the island instead of the table.

      I take my first bite of fluffy pancake. It’s probably the best I’ve ever had.

      “Holy shit, Hart, these are amazing.” I shovel more into my mouth. Living with her is going to make me fat if she keeps cooking like this. I guess I better commit now to early morning workouts.

      “Glad you like them. They’re protein pancakes,” she says, taking another bite of bacon.

      Brooks throws his bottle on the ground. Hartley reaches over to pick it up. With a huge grin on his little face, he slaps his hands down in the mess of apple sauce. Who knew babies could have so much fun with applesauce?

      “Protein pancakes?” I ask with my mouth full of food. She giggles and throws a napkin at my face.

      “Yeah, like with protein powder instead of boxed pancake mix so they’re a little better for you. Although that was before you drowned yours in syrup and I slathered mine with butter,” she chuckles.

      I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. She has that effect on me, and I hope it never changes.
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      We finish our breakfast and I clear our plates. I rinse and put them in the dishwasher -- to give Hart time to take Brooks and get dressed. I’m not sure what I was expecting Hartley to wear to a farmer’s market. Maybe some flowy hippie skirt? Aren’t farmers’ markets for old people and hippies? Shit, I don’t know. I’m pretty sure they’re not for felons, though.

      Instead, she comes out with her hair re-braided into two braids that flow down her back; no makeup--she doesn’t need it;tight, gray workout leggings; and a loose t-shirt with the neckline cut out so it slouches over one shoulder. Brooks, the little stud, is sporting sweatpants and a shirt that says, I get milk drunk daily. I feel overdressed in jeans and a t-shirt for this farmers' market adventure.

      “Come on, let’s get moving. Kasen, will you grab those bags by the door?” she asks, pointing to the pile of canvas bags at the door.

      I grab the cloth shopping bags and hold the door open for her and Brooks. Hartley grabs her purse, diaper bag, and some baby contraption. I take the diaper bag from her, making sure she has her keys, and lock the door behind us.

      We head towards her matte black Jeep Wrangler. Hartley might not spend money on flashy sports cars, but she put some time and love into her Jeep. Even I can tell that almost nothing on it is stock anymore, including the color, the lift, the tires, the light bar, and the speakers. This is clearly her other baby, and for good reasons. For the amount of time she spends outdoors, considering where she lives and the different seasonal weather, what better thing to drive?

      She buckles Brooks into his car seat. Then she double checks that she has everything, and I do mean everything. For being so small, babies sure need a lot of stuff. We don’t even make it to the main road before Brooks is asleep in the back. I smile to myself when I look back at him, then over at Hartley.

      They already feel like family, and that’s a little scary. I never had much of a family growing up. Friends were just whoever was around at the time instead of in the system.  I don’t understand how she was able to break down my defenses in just a few month. I’ve always been alone and I have always managed to take care of myself, now she feels like all the pieces I’ve been missing. I want to keep Hartley and Brooks as my family; I hope she lets me. But I know that eventually she will give up on me and walk away; just like everyone else.

      Hartley turns on some rap music, I’m talking straight up gangster rap, and her ability to keep up with the lyrics is impressive. She pulls into a small coffee hut and orders, you guessed it, a caramel latte. She also gets me one, swearing it’ll be life changing. I'm  used to the shit I could sometimes get inside prison, so yeah, it is pretty life changing.

      When we pull into the market, I’m surprised to see there are actually other people here, a lot of them. Maybe Hartley wasn’t being dramatic.

      As we look for a parking space, I learn what it takes to turn heads in my new town. Hartley pulling up to a farmers’ market -- where, yes, there are little old ladies and hippies in flowy skirts -- in a matte black lifted Jeep, playing Tyga with the bass hitting so hard it sends a vibration through the windows. She doesn’t seem to give a single fuck.

      She hops out of the Jeep and starts pulling on the baby contraption she grabbed. Then she pulls a still-sleeping Brooks from his seat and buckles him to her chest, without him even waking up. She looks over and sees me staring at her.

      “Baby carrier,” she explains, lifting both hands away from Brooks, “so I don’t have to bring the car seat and I’m hands-free, see?”

      I smile at her and take a moment to look around the parking lot of the farmers’ market. There are all types of people piling out of their vehicles. I don’t miss the looks they shoot our way.

      Little Hartley and baby Brooks showing up to a farmers’ market with me, an obvious convict, also seems to turn a number of heads. Tattoos cover both my arms, blue ink dots my knuckles, the buzz cut paired with the art climbing up my neck, it all screams prison. I can tell I’m not the only one who thinks so. Hartley doesn’t even seem to notice the looks, or she just doesn’t care. I’m not sure which I would like more.

      Hartley doesn’t see me as my conviction or as my past. She just sees me, Kasen Kingston. She sees potential, a friend, someone she trusts.

      Grabbing her purse, she looks at me, and I swear I see the moment a wicked idea flashes across her face. I know I’m going to hate whatever she says next.

      “You have pockets, right?” she asks. I nod slowly.

      A slow, evil smile spreads across her face. I didn’t realize my sweet Hart could look so devious. She tosses her purse back on the seat, pulls out her wallet, takes all the cash out and her phone, then throws it in the back seat. Grabbing her keys, she rounds the Jeep to my side. Reaching her hands out, she displays the contents: money, phone, and keys.

      “Will you put this in your pockets?” she asks.

      “When did I agree to be your purse?” I quip.

      She shrugs. “You have pockets.”

      As if that explains everything. I roll my eyes, but take her stuff and shove it into my pockets. She smiles, then reaches for her stack of reusable bags, but I grab those too. We turn and make our way into the market; it’s controlled chaos.

      “Do you have a plan?” I ask.

      “Of course, I do. This isn’t my first day, Kasen,” she huffs, sounding exasperated. “Just watch and learn,” she says confidently and maneuvers herself and Brooks through the crowd.

      While she is tiny and can slip between people, I’m like a giant roadblock and can’t do any slipping around or nimble maneuvering. I have to settle for watching as she nearly disappears into the crowd.

      By the time I catch up with Hartley, she’s getting a bag of fruits and vegetables. She reaches into her stack of bags and hands an empty one over to the vendor.

      “I need thirty dollars, please,” she says to me, and I dig two twenty-dollar bills from my pocket. She hands them to the vendor then waves off the change.

      “Keep the change for next week’s bag. Can I talk you into some extra blackberries?” she asks, her tone so sweet, sugar might as well be dripping off her tongue. The lady smiles.

      “Of course, sweet child. Anything for you and Brooks. I'll see you next weekend,” she says, scribbling notes on a small pad.

      This time, instead of slipping away from me, Hartley grabs my hand, intertwining our fingers and pulling me along with her. Her sweet voice politely excuses us along the way. Anytime someone bumps into her, she just smiles and apologies like it was her fault, but I want to wrap her and Brooks up in my arms to protect them.

      At the next booth, the man behind the table comes around to give Hartley a hug as soon as he sees her. A small part of me wants to growl in protest at anyone else touching her, but she isn’t mine to claim out loud.

      “We’ve got a new mix, girl,” he says.

      “Oh, I can’t wait!” she squeals and claps her hands.

      Digging in the bag of bags, she pulls out a smaller one and hands it to the man. He gives her bag in return.

      “I need twenty dollars, please,” she says, turning to me. I dig out more money and hand it over.

      “John, this is my friend, Kasen,” she tells the man. She whispers, “This is his first time at a farmers’ market,” like it’s a conspiracy. He reaches out his hand to shake mine.

      I see the way he eyes me--my height; my broad shoulders, and the tattoos creeping up my neck, covering my hands and arms. John's gaze slides to Hartley, but she just smiles like nothing is amiss.

      Even Sol was wary of me when we first met. I saw it in the way he eyed Hartley like she was crazy. Hell, for all I know, he still thinks she’s a bit nuts for all she's done for me. I mean, even I’m starting to think she’s either a complete saint or she’s insane. Maybe my head is all messed up and this is all a dream -- though it's not such a bad dream. If I’m insane or this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.

      The rest of the booths are more of the same: the vendor already has a bag ready for Hartley, she places an order for next weekend, then introduces me. Her friend. Not a felon, or a convict, or even her employee -- all of which are things that I am. No, I’m her friend. No one says anything to me, but I see how they look at me and then at Hartley, wondering what I’m doing here. They know I’m not good enough for her. Yeah, people, I’m painfully aware of that fact.

      The one time someone made a rude comment to me about my “prison tattoos,” I was prepared to ignore it, but Hartley was not. Somehow, Hartley managed to get the lady to apologize for judging me on my appearance, when she knows nothing of my character.

      Yeah, Hartley got some little old lady to apologize to a felon. She’s an amazing woman.

      When Brooks woke up, she even manages to discreetly nurse while he's still in the carrier thing, all while talking and shopping. I don’t think anyone but me noticed. I carry most of the bags, but make two trips back to the Jeep to put them away and free up my hands. When I ask Hartley what she normally does with all this stuff if she comes alone, she just shrugs and says she manages. If she were mine, she would never have to manage again.

      We eat lunch at the farmers' market, then pick up Hartley’s meat order from a butcher. I had no idea that they have butchers at farmers' markets. When we finally make it home, it’s early afternoon. I'd realized in the middle of our outing that Hartley doesn’t need to go to the farmers’ market when it opens, because all the vendors already have her orders bagged up for her. She just likes to. I can accept that.

      Hartley puts Brooks in the cradle in the living room for a nap. We work together to put everything away, and I notice Hartley has the week’s meal plan outlined on the fridge with breakfasts, lunches, and dinners.

      “Tomorrow night we'll meal prep lunches and breakfasts for the week,” she tells me.

      She’s organized pretty much every aspect of her life. I guess being the owner of such a large business, and a single mom makes that necessary. Meal prepping is probably easier for her in the long run.

      “Where does Brooks go when you’re at work?” I ask.

      “He’ll come with us. He’s still pretty easy to manage. On heavy work days, he stays with the sitter, Martha, but it’s rare to have a day when I can’t take him with me.”

      After the groceries are put away, Hartley and I put in a movie. She doesn’t even last through fifteen minutes before she’s curled into a tight ball asleep on the other side of the couch. I grab the blanket off the back of the couch and cover her up. This feels right. I’ve been out for a little over twenty-four hours, and it’s been the best twenty-four hours of my life.

      Being here with Brooks and Hartley, watching them as they nap in the living room, walking around the farmers’ market, meeting Zombie Hartley, and joking around with her in the kitchen over breakfast... it all just feels right, like this was always where I was meant to be.
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      It’s going to be Kasen’s first day at the store, and it’ll be a busy one. Nothing like throwing him in the deep end and seeing if he can swim.

      I pass him in the hallway at five in the morning on my way to get Brooks; Kasen is so damn chipper in the mornings I want to punch his beautiful face. Instead of taking Brooks back to my room, I just nurse him in the rocking chair. When he falls back asleep, I put him in his crib, but it’s too late for me to go back to sleep if I want the day to run smoothly.

      While heading into my room, I decide to take a long hot shower, then dry and straighten my hair. I throw on a little make-up, just enough to not look half dead, put on my ripped black jeans and my gray Wild Hart Outfitters tank top; even the owners have to wear the uniform.

      I head into the kitchen and grab the prepped breakfast burritos from the fridge, toss two in the toaster oven, then click the coffee maker on. Grabbing my laptop, I turn it on to try to get some work done while I wait for my coffee. I connect my phone to the speakers in the kitchen, turning the volume down so I don’t wake Brooks. Clicking through my playlists, I find a good morning mix of Hardy, Kane Brown, and Florida Georgia Line. Those boys really know how to get my morning mood up.

      Kasen walks into the kitchen from the back door just as the toaster oven and the coffee maker beep.

      “How do you do that?” I ask him, not moving my gaze from the spreadsheet on my laptop as I run the numbers through my head.

      “Do what?” he asks, kicking his shoes off at the backdoor.

      “Well, first, how do you manage to show up right as breakfast and coffee are ready? And how do you get up at five in the morning every day, and seem so happy about it?” I ask grumpily.

      I don’t do well before coffee and food. He laughs softly as he makes his way to the coffee maker, grabs two mugs and fills them with liquid gold. He adds sugar and cream to mine, just sugar for him.

      He hands me my mug, then takes out the hot breakfast burritos, passing me one. I take a sip of my coffee. Once the goodness hits my lips, I sigh contently.

      “Better?” he asks, chuckling into his own mug and watching me over the rim.

      “Much.”

      “When do we need to get going?” He takes the seat across from me at the kitchen island.

      “We have about an hour,” I respond.

      We sit quietly while we eat our burritos and drink our coffee. I like the fact that silence with Kasen is never uncomfortable. It’s peaceful, like the silence on the ridge.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, nodding towards the laptop.

      “Work stuff, I have to go over these spreadsheets, send out some emails,” I tell him.

      “So you’re working before even getting to work?” he asks. He's shaking his head, but I see the smile he's trying to fight back.

      “No rest for the wicked.” I wink.

      Laughing, he cleans up the mess from breakfast and heads to his room.

      I hear Brooks start to wake up and I check the monitor, watching him stretch his little arms over his head. I smile at my little monster and go get him.

      I dress him in his black sweatpants and Wild Hart Outfitters onesie, because even babies have to wear the uniform. He looks adorable.

      He has become our unofficial store mascot; regular customers expect to see him when they come in. And I suspect once he starts walking, it will be hard to keep him away from the climbing wall. He already takes after his mama.

      Kasen comes out of his room when we do, and I bite back a laugh at him pulling at his shirt. He looks to me and sighs.

      “I think I need a bigger size.”

      “I would say so, just don’t flex and the shirt might make it till the end of the day,” I say, unable to hold back my snort laugh as he glares at me.

      “Just put on one of your other shirts and I’ll order you a bigger size today,” I tell him.

      He turns on his heel and heads back into his room, stripping off the too small shirt as he goes. I get an eye full of his tattooed, muscular back. Maybe I should make shirts optional?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We pull into the parking lot of Wild Hart and get out of the Jeep. Kasen grabs Brooks’s diaper bag and my backpack while I grab the car seat out of the back. He slings the bags over his shoulder, then reaches out a hand to take the seat from me. I happily hand it over to him.

      When he smiles down at me, I bite my lip to hold back my own grin. I feel a small flutter in the pit of my belly, and I have to remind myself he’s just a friend, that he doesn’t want me like that. Even if he did, that would change if he found out the truth.

      We head for the side door of the store. The shop floor doesn’t open for another hour, but Sol and I get here early to start the day. I have to get all of Kasen’s paperwork filled out this morning. I flip on the lights in the back hallway as we head back to my office.

      When I open my office door, I hear him laugh behind me. There's baby stuff everywhere: a pack ‘n play in the corner, a changing area, toys, blankets, even an extra breast pump. I look back and see the grin lingering on his face, but he doesn’t say anything.

      It doesn’t take long for us to fill out his new hire packet. I’m able to get his shirts ordered. Sol walks in as I’m about to go over the day’s plans.

      “Hart, we have a problem,” is the first thing Sol says when he walks in.

      “Good morning to you too, Brother, such wonderful weather we’re having, isn’t it?” I ignore his bullshit greeting. He rolls his eyes.

      “Good morning, Sister. Yes, we’re having lovely weather. By the way, we have a problem.”

      I gesture to the chair next to Kasen.Sol takes it, nodding to Kasen by way of greeting.

      “Alright, what is it?” I ask.

      “Uh, should I leave?” Kasen asks.

      “No, you’re fine, I’m not done with you yet anyways.” I wave his question aside, keeping my eyes on Sol.

      “Someone made a mistake on the order form to Mountain Grown. We have three times as many dry food packages as we should, and they’re coming in today,” Sol explains.

      “Okay? I don’t see the issue. We sell out of Mountain Grown twice as fast as anything else, so it’s not like it’s a waste. We might take a small profit hit this month with the added order, but it’s not going to break us, Sol. Let’s make sure there’s a place in the back to store the extra and get Mike on an in-your-face display to draw people in. We could have Becca run a secret sale on our social media, too,” I decide, because this really isn’t a huge deal.

      “Okay, fine. What are we going to do about who made the mistake?” he sighs.

      We kind of hate this part of the job, the being a boss part. But we want Wild Hart Outfitters to be successful for the long run, and we can’t do that if we're everyone’s friend all the time.

      I shrug, “Talk to them, let them know they made an error and make sure they know to double check the order sheets before they send them out next time.”

      Again, it’s not a big deal. I check on Kasen out of the corner of my eye and see that he's taking this all in. When Brooks starts to fuss, he gets up without ever being asked and picks him up from the pack n’ play. He cradles Brooks close to his chest and paces back and forth inside my office, gently swaying with him.

      When I turn my attention back to Sol, he is watching me watch Kasen, and I see the sly grin that spreads across his face. When Kasen has his back turned to us, I throw a pen at Sol’s face. He manages to knock it out of the way, but when it clatters to the ground, Kasen turns his attention back to us.

      “Do you know who made the error?” I rush Sol before Kasen can ask any questions of his own.

      He scrubs a hand down his face, “Brian.”

      I rack my brain, but the only Brian I can think of is one of our sales associates. There is no reason why he should have been doing our inventory order.

      “Brian from the floor?” I clarify, and he nods.

      “I see. Okay, well then it really wasn’t his fault, was it? Brian is a floor associate, not someone that has been trained to do inventory. I’m assuming he did the order when everyone got hit with the cold that went around and we were short-staffed?” Sol nods.

      “Then, in that case, we need to thank him for stepping up when we needed him. Let him know there was a mistake, but we’re not holding him responsible, and give him two more paid vacation days to be used within this quarter as a thank you for helping out when we needing him that week,” I instruct Sol. He nods, then stands and heads to his office to make notes of this conversation.

      By the time the rest of our openers are here and getting ready for the day, I've already given Kasen a full tour and gone over most of what he’ll be doing day to day. I put in a call to a friend at the DMV, and they assured me that Kasen’s license is still valid. I had them fax me a temporary copy and mail the hard copy to the house for him.

      Today’s workday will be a little more fun than normal, and Kasen is going to be coming with me to the Jeep dealership. I have a special surprise for one of our employees. This is the part of my job that I love.

      Dad always taught us that since we have money, we should do good things with it. My favorite thing to do is help others directly. I hate donating to charity galas, because those that manage them tend to take huge cuts of the donations to line their own pockets. When I’m going to shell out a few hundred dollars or more, I want to see it benefiting someone else.
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        * * *

      

      A new Jeep Wrangler in forest green awaits our arrival. It's lifted, with mudders, alack hard top, an extra soft top, custom sound system, a light bar, and a winch on the front bumper. Perfect for playing in the mud.

      I see Kasen eyeing the beauty as we pass. I walk inside, and as soon as Jim the sales manager sees me, he comes over to greet us.

      “Ms. Montgomery, did you see it?” he asks.

      “I sure did, Jim. I trust everything is to the specifications I chose?”

      He nods, “Yes, ma’am, of course. Let me grab the keys. Everything is taken care of, so you’re all set,” he says.

      “New car?” Kasen asks.

      “New car for Brantley. You’ll meet him today. I’ve kept track of employee records since we opened. Brantley was one of our very first hires; he started at the bottom, worked his ass off, and climbed the ladder. I have enough good comment cards on him to fill a file box, and not a single bad one. His dad recently passed away, and he sold his car to help his mom pay the funeral costs. That new Jeep out there,” I say pointing to it, “that’s his, paid in full. A gift. And I paid his mom’s utility bills for the rest of the year.”

      He stares at me completely dumbfounded, until his smile breaks through, “You like doing this, don’t you?”

      “What do you mean, doing what?”

      “Helping people. You like helping people, but not just that. You could have helped him by giving him more hours, or overtime. But you’re giving him a car. I bet you secretly paid his mom’s utilities, and you won’t ever take credit for it,” he says.

      “First, I am not giving him a car, he earned a car. And Wild Hart Outfitters is giving it to him, not me. And second, I don’t do this for credit, so you’re right, I didn’t tell him I paid her utilities, and I won’t tell him. I don’t need credit. I don’t need him thinking he owes me anything, ‘cause he doesn’t,” I tell him as Brandon comes over with the keys. He hands them to me, and we say our goodbyes.

      Kasen drives Brantley’s new Jeep back to the shop. He parks out front like I ask him to, while I go around back and grab Brantley. I lead Brantley outside with his eyes closed, and when he opens them, he’s speechless. I explain how it’s a company gift for being one of our best employees since Wild Hart opened. He wraps his arms around my neck, pulling me in close. When he pulls back, he has unshed tears in his eyes.

      “Thank you, for this and for my mom,” he whispers. Before I can deny anything, he lets me go. I give Brantley his new keys and send him out for a spin around the block.
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      The rest of my first week is a lot of the same, minus any more extravagant Jeep gifts. Hartley is walking around the store with Brooks on her chest in the carrier, helping a young couple get everything they need for their honeymoon; they’re going backpacking.

      I think that’s probably just Hartley’s style of honeymoon. When they head to the register, she calls up to the front cashiers. I hear her tell them to give the couple a twenty-five percent discount on their order. I smile and shake my head; she’s amazing.

      “Hey, man, how’re you adjusting?” Sol comes up behind me as I organize the hiking packs.

      “To being out? Thanks to Hart, it’s been pretty easy,” I tell him, and he laughs.

      “No, how are you adjusting to working here? Hart can be a huge pain in the ass,” he reiterates.

      I smile. I should have known he wasn’t asking about my parole, it’s just not like him or Hart.

      “Oh, that. Actually, it hasn’t been bad so far. Although, if I have to fold any more shirts, I might get fired, ‘cause I suck at that,” I tell him, and he laughs.

      I look over towards where Hart is, and see a man come up behind her and pinch her around the waist. She jumps with a startled little scream. I set down the backpacks I’m arranging. I'm about to go over there, until I see her turn around and throw her arms around him, managing a hug without crushing Brooks. Sol notices where I’m looking and follows my eyes.

      “Here, come meet someone,” he says, nodding his head, and we walk over to Hart.

      “Ace, what are you doing back here already?” I hear Hart ask, slapping his chest.

      I’m guessing he’s around six-foot-four, and, like me, he doesn’t seem to have missed a workout in years. The black and blue ink from classic prison tattoos snakes up his neck and covers his hands. But his smile is open and friendly, and there is love in the way he looks at Hartley and Brooks.

      “The little lady got sick of me already, so we came home. Got anything for me to do?” he laughingly asks.

      “Don’t tempt me, you know I’ll put you to work,” she jokingly threatens. When she sees Sol and me walking over to her, she pulls on the guy’s arm.

      “Ace, here, I want you to meet Kasen. Kasen, this is my friend Ace. He’s supposed to be on his honeymoon, but apparently he would rather be working,” she introduces us.

      We shake hands, and I see him eyeing my ink, but he doesn’t say anything; I don’t comment on his either.

      “Sol, brother! What’s going on?” Ace turns to Sol with a smile, bringing him in for a one-armed hug.

      “Same old, same old, you know how it goes,” he says.

      “If you really want to get some hours in, you can help Kasen in the back room,” Hartley suggests to Ace. He nods and gestures for me to lead the way.

      “Miss Hartley! You have a call. It’s a supplier, they’re on hold in your office,” one of the girls from the front calls over to Hartley. I don’t miss the way she runs her eyes over my large frame.

      A few years ago, she would have been a no-brainer, but now there's only one woman I have my eye on. She just walked down the hall with the only dude I’m okay with being around her. He goes by Brooks.

      “She save your ass, too?” Ace probes when we step into the back room.

      I study him a minute before I respond, deciding how much to tell him. In the end, I go with the truth. I’m not ashamed of how I got here, only thankful that I am.

      “Yeah, she went to the parole board, gave me a job and a place to live. If it weren’t for her, I’d probably still be locked up,” I inform him. He nods and doesn’t ask what I was in for. That’s something I've noticed about the people closest to Hartley: they don’t focus on the bad things.

      “I’ve been on the straight and narrow for three years because of her. How long have you been out?” he asks.

      “Little over a week,” I tell him. Again, he just nods.

      “I was out for a few months before I found Hart, or she found me. When I got out, I went straight back to my old crew, and stepped right back into that life. I was back slinging drugs before the ink dried on my release papers.” He sighs and shakes his head like he can’t believe he did that.

      “A few months later, my mom passed away. I couldn't stop thinking that she died before I ever made her proud of me. All she ever wanted was for me to get out of that life. To step away from the crew, get out of the hood, and make something of myself. So, I went to every store I could, got a job application, and dropped off my resume. Which I’m sure you can imagine was shit. No one wanted to hire a convicted felon,” he smiles, “No one was willing to take a chance. You know? I can’t even blame them. I probably wouldn’t have hired me either.

      “Until Hartley. This was my last store. I picked up an application and dropped off my resume. Before I got to the bus stop, she called my phone and asked me when I could come in. So, I turned around and came right back here. Nervous as all hell. I used to think I was a big, bad gang banger. I wasn’t scared of anyone until I walked into that back office and saw Hartley. It was like she held my future in her hands, she could give me a new life or turn me away; it was all up to her. Never have I been so scared of someone that isn’t even five-foot-five, and barely came up to my shoulders.”

      He laughs softly to himself, like he’s remembering the day he met Hart. And I gotta say, I know just what he means. He hands me a box. I put it on the rack, patiently waiting for him to finish his story.

      “She didn’t beat around the bush, she asked me about my record as I eyed a copy of my rap sheet on her desk. I still don’t know how she got it that fast. But she had it, and I didn’t lie; I told her the truth about everything. I even told her about the things that weren’t on it. I told her about my mom and wanting to make a difference. And she hired me on the spot.” He passes me another box.

      “She put my ass to work, but she never treated me differently from anyone else. Hartley didn’t give me shit jobs -- she gave me jobs that reflected my experience. If I messed up, she never yelled, berated, or embarrassed me. She talked to me like a person. She figured out what I needed help with to get it right.

      “She even got me to take my GED. She helped me get into an apartment closer to work, and out of the old neighborhood. She gave me an advance so I could get a car. Hartley is the best person I know. She taught me to love the outdoors, and I met my wife right here. Because of Hartley, I have a great life, and a great new wife, and I hope to add a baby to my list soon,” he laughs, “or at least have a lot of fun practicing.”

      “She’s the most amazing person I’ve ever known,” I agree with him. “We met when she had her accident, and then she came to visit me at the prison. She treated me like a real person from day one. Even on the side of a highway, in a hectic situation, and while I was dressed in a prison jumpsuit, she saw me. And then she went above my wildest dreams and helped get me here,” I say. Ace nods and smiles at me.

      “You like her,” he states, and I just look at him, a little panicked.

      Of course I like her, but she’s too good for me. I wanted something more with her every time she visited me. And now that I’m living with her, seeing a whole new side of her, it’s hard not to wish we were more. But we never will be. I look away and go back to stacking boxes without responding. Ace chuckles softly before slapping my back.

      “Don’t worry, brother, your secret’s safe with me. Just treat her how she deserves to be treated based on who she is. Not her bank account, her name on the side of a building, or her past. She’s got the best heart, but she’s tough as Hell. And…” He trails off, getting a faraway look in his eyes.

      “'And' what?” I ask.

      “Just remember, even though she seems to have led a bit of a charmed life, she hasn’t always had it easy. Sometimes her past haunts her.” He shrugs, turning back to the boxes.

      I want to ask him what he means by that, but I have a feeling that if he were going to tell me, he would have.

      Ace and I finish stacking the boxes in the back just in time for lunch. I’m about to head to Hart’s office and see if she wants to eat lunch together when I hear a loud crash. When I look over, a customer has knocked over one of the book displays. Ace and I walk over to help get things picked up.

      Ace reaches his hand out to help the lady up off the ground. But she swats his hand away, “Don’t touch me,” she huffs.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to help,” Ace says, taking a small step back as the lady gets off the ground.

      “I don’t need help from a couple of charity cases,” she hisses, looking over Ace and me with derision.

      “I’m sorry, is there a problem here?” I ask, confused.

      “A convict and a black gang banger's all you two no-good, lowlife thugs will ever be,” she spits. Ace and I exchange a look; neither of us are sure what to do here.

      “You need to leave my store,” I hear Hartley demand. When I turn around, she is absolutely furious.

      “Excuse me?” the woman asks.

      Ace and I watch as Harltey steps up to the woman, “You need to leave my store and never come back. We do not tolerate people like you here. You disgust me. If you can’t see past the color of someone's skin, then that just shows there is something wrong with you, not him. None of my employees, or friends, will be treated with such blatant bigotry and disrespect. Now get out, or I will have you thrown out,” she says. The woman sneers and looks around for someone to come to her defense. When no one does, she turns on her heel and walks out.

      Hartley’s hands are shaking at her sides when she turns around. “Guys, I am so sorry,” she starts, but Ace just pulls her in for a hug.

      “You do not have to apologize. Thank you for that. No one has ever stuck up for me the way you do,” he says and kisses the top of her head. “I’m going to go home, I’ll see you guys in a few days,” he says before lightly pushing Hartley towards me and walking to the back door.

      “Let’s go eat and forget about this,” I tell her, wrapping my arm around her shoulder and leading her back to her office.

      We eat in Hartley’s office in content silence, the only sounds coming from Brooks playing in his crib. Just like every other day I’ve been here, we don’t talk about the bigot from earlier. After we’re done eating, Hartley nurses Brooks while I grab the pillows and mats from her office closet. She sets the alarm on her phone, and we lie down on her office floor with Brooks cradled on my chest, and Hartley lying next to me. She quickly falls asleep, getting in a power nap. I could get used to this life.

      A baby on my chest and my girl tucked in close to my side.
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      The melodic sound of Hartley’s voice floats down the hall, followed by a chorus of baby giggles. I can’t help the warmth that spreads through my chest as I hear her singing to Brooks.

      I pull the lasagna out of the oven, setting it on the stove top to cool. I’m still an awful chef, and should not be left unsupervised in the kitchen. Most of the time I even remember to turn the oven off when I’m done taking a dish out of the oven.

      Grabbing two place settings, I set the island up for dinner. Normally we eat earlier, and Brooks sits in his high chair with us, but we got back from the store late tonight, and Hartley didn’t want to disrupt his sleep. I managed to get our dinner ready while she fed and bathed him.

      As I walk down the hallway, the sounds of family become louder. I just wish it were the sound of my family. Sometimes I have to actively remind myself that they’re not mine, no matter how much it might feel like they are at times.

      I gently push open the bathroom door, leaning against the frame. I watch Hartley with Brooks. She grabs a water toy, a little fish, and sucks water up with it, then squeezes. As she does, the water sprays up into the air, making a little fountain. Brooks laughs and splashes the water around him.

      He grabs another toy, a shark, and sucks water up, but instead of squirting it into the air, he squirts it right at Hartley. She puts her hands up to block the stream of water, but he still manages to soak her.

      “Hey mister, cut that out,” she attempts to scold him, but I can hear the humor in her tone. I try to hold back my laughter, but a small chuckle manages to break from my chest.

      “Whose side are you on?” Hartley asks as she turns to look at me. She’s pretty cute when she is trying to look angry.

      “Hey, us bros have to stick together,” I tell her very seriously.

      “Oh, really?” she asks, quirking one eyebrow up.

      I see the mischief in her eyes a split second before she turns and squirts me with two bath toys, managing to soak my shirt. I don’t even have time to dart around the corner or put my hands up to block her water assault.

      She laughs before sticking the toys back into the water, intent on getting me again.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” I say, wiping the water off my face.

      I take two long strides into the bathroom and grab her wrists just as she holds the toys up to spray me again. I manage to turn one of her hands so that she sprays herself in the face, but she still gets me with the other one.

      She laughs, and a smile breaks across my face as we lightly wrestle the toys back and forth. I collapse to the ground and she lands on top of me in a fit of giggles. Looking into her dark blue eyes, I manage to pull her a little closer to me just as a large splash of water drenches us.

      Hartley scrambles backward and up off of me, while Brooks laughs and claps his hands. He hits the surface of the water over and over again, causing the bath water to move around the tub like ocean waves and water to spill onto the bathroom floor.

      I push myself up and lean back against the bathroom wall. Resting my arms over my knees, I watch Hartley sit across from me with a lazy smile on her face as she watches Brooks playing.

      “Dinner is ready whenever you are,” I tell her.

      “Okay,” she sighs.

      “You okay?”

      “Hmm? Yeah, just tired,” she says, leaning her head back and closing her eyes briefly.

      It gives me the chance to study her; she’s beautiful with her long brown hair braided, no makeup, and simple black pants with a Wild Hart Outfitters tank. Her only jewelry is a simple rose gold heart pendant she wears around her neck.

      But under all her beauty, I see the dark bags under her eyes and the way she seems to focus on nothing, the long pauses before she replies to a question or greeting. No doubt she has to be exhausted, but I can't help the feeling in my gut telling me it's so much more than that.

      “Hey,” I whisper softly and wait for her to look at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Why don’t I get Brooks ready for bed, and you go fix your plate?” I offer. I’ve been here for a few weeks now and I’ve watched Hartley put Brooks to bed a lot. She even taught me how to get him dressed and change his diaper. Never thought I would be doing that, changing baby diapers but I don’t mind helping with the little dude at all.

      “That’s okay, you don’t have to do that,” she says, standing up and pulling one of the hooded baby towels off the rack.

      I stand and gently remove it from her hand as she moves to cover her yawn.

      “I've got him,” I give her a little push out towards the door.

      “Okay, if you’re sure.” She leans down and pulls the drain plug, then lifts a wet Brooks from the tub.

      “I am.” I wrap the towel around Brooks and pull him into my arms. She plants a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “Be good, buddy. Mommy will be in to say good night in just a minute,” she tells him. He laughs, trying to move his hands around while they are wrapped snugly in the towel.

      I follow behind her as she walks out of the bathroom. I watch as she turns towards the kitchen, and I walk with Brooks into my room to change. I lay him down in the middle of my bed, and keep an eye on him as I strip out of my wet clothing. Pulling on some sweats and a t-shirt I then grab Brooks and take him to his room.

      I lay him down onto the changing table, making sure he is completely dry from his bath before putting him in a diaper and a pair of pajamas. I sit with him in the rocking chair in the corner of the room, holding him close to my chest.

      “You know, little dude,” I say softly, as I feel him rest his head against my shoulder, “I think I could get used to this. What do you think? Think we could convince your mom to let me stay?” I ask him softly.

      Brooks yawns, and his eyelids start to droop.

      “What would you think about that?” I ask him quietly. But he doesn’t respond, obviously. He just closes his eyes, rests his head on my shoulder, and falls asleep. He’s content in my arms as I rock him for a few more moments.

      “Yeah, I think it’s a good idea too,” I whisper, before planting a kiss on top of his head. I stand and walk over to his crib, laying him down on his back. I check that his night light is on before I turn off the other lights and close his door, leaving it open just a crack.

      I return to the kitchen and glance around, but I don’t see Hartley. The lasagna dish is untouched, and the place settings are in the same place I left them. When I check the living room, I see Hartley lying down asleep on the couch. Walking over towards the living room, I look down and see Hartley is sound asleep, snoring softly. She has changed into a pair of sweats and a large hoodie from the laundry room.

      “Hartley… Hart…” I nudge her gently, but she just wiggles deeper into the couch. I shake my head slightly and laugh lightly. She should have just gone to bed, well eaten and then gone to bed. Instead she came out here and fell asleep, I wrap my arms around her and lift her from her place on the couch.

      She snuggles closer to my chest, and I hug her tightly as I walk down the hallway with her. Lightly kicking open the door to her bedroom, I walk over to her bed and gently lay her down. Briefly, she grabs my hand, but drops it as she settles into the mattress. I pull the blankets over her and tuck her into bed. Bending over, I plant a light kiss on the top of her head.

      “Goodnight, Hartley,” I whisper softly before turning and walking out of her room.

      Walking back down to the kitchen, I make a plate of lasagna before putting the leftovers away in the fridge. I put Hartley’s unused plate and silverware away before sitting down to eat.

      When I’m done, I clear my dishes, putting everything into the dishwasher. Walking down the hallway I pause at Hart’s door for a moment before turning into my room. I close my door, leaving it open a crack.

      Pulling the baby monitor from my pocket, I set it on my nightstand, double checking to make sure it’s on. I see Brooks sleeping soundly right where I left him.

      Reaching behind my back, I grip my shirt and pull it off over my head, tossing it into the dirty clothes hamper. I kick my shoes off and strip out of my pants. Lying down on the bed, I rest my arm behind my head and listen to the soft sounds of the night filling the house.

      Brooks’s snores drift through the monitor, and the wind outside whips through the trees. I’m only missing one thing, and she’s fifteen feet away in the room across the hall.
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        * * *

      

      I’m woken up by soft cries drifting through the monitor at five in the morning like clockwork. I toss my covers off and get out of bed, making my way down the hallway before I push the door to Brooks room open.

      “Morning, little dude,” I say quietly, making my way over to his crib and lifting him into my arms. “How did you sleep?” I ask him as I lay him on the changing table and get him ready for the morning.

      “Brooks!” I hear Hartley yell from the hallway right before she bursts into the room looking like she didn’t sleep a wink.

      “Hey, I got him,” I tell her softly as she looks around the room.

      “Oh, god, thank you. I… I woke up and I didn’t have the monitor and I couldn’t remember falling asleep in my room. I…”

      “You fell asleep on the couch,” I tell her, passing Brooks off to Hartley, who hugs him and looks him over. “I moved you to your room, but you were so tired that I kept the monitor. He slept all night, just got up.”

      “Thank you, Kasen. You didn’t have to do that. He’s not your responsibility,” she says, bringing her hand up to cover her yawn before sitting down in the rocker.

      “It’s fine, Hart. I don’t mind helping with him,” I tell her. I can see the argument forming on her face before she even opens her mouth. “I’ll start coffee,” I say, not giving her a chance to argue with me.

      She opens and closes her mouth twice before smirking, “Thank you.”

      I turn around and leave the room, going back to my room. I pull on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt before heading into the kitchen. I start the coffee maker and toss two breakfast burritos into the toaster oven on the counter. Pulling down a coffee mug, I place it on the counter by the coffee pot.

      I turn to head out the back door to the barn to get my daily morning workout in, but instead, I walk down the hall and peer into Brooks's room. Hartley is asleep in the rocking chair with Brooks cradled against her chest. I walk in and gently remove him from her arms, but she wakes up.

      “I got him, I’m just going to put him in the crib,” I whisper.

      “Okay.”

      When I turn around, she’s already half asleep again. “Hartley, come on, let’s get you back to bed,” I whisper, grabbing her hand as she stands.

      “Yeah, okay,” she agrees.

      I walk my little Zombie Hart back down to her room and tuck her back into bed. She reaches up and grabs my hand.

      “Are you... are you going to work out?” she asks quietly, but there's something in her face that I can't quite read; it's in the way she asks so softly, the way she grips my hand.

      “What do you need?” I ask, sitting down on the edge of her bed.

      She looks down for a moment before whispering, “Would you... umm, could you stay?”

      “You want me to stay? Here?” I motion to the space next to her on the bed, and she bites her bottom lip but nods her head.

      “Okay,” I whisper back. She moves over, giving me more room to slide in next to her.

      I turn on my side to face her and stretch my arm out so she can lay her head on it. She moves closer to me, resting her hand on my chest. When she closes her eyes, she lets out a small sigh.

      This isn’t the first time we have laid down like this, not even the first time we have fallen asleep like this. We end up like this almost daily on the floor of her office, but this feels different. In a bed, in her bed, it feels different. I wrap my arms around her and pull her closer to my chest feeling nothing but contentment, and peace. This feels right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hartley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m pulled into a bright room, too bright, I can't see anything around me. But I can feel them grabbing at me, hands everywhere. I fight as hard as I can, pushing them away from me, trying to scream, but a hand is clamped over my mouth.

      “You’re mine,” a voice growls from behind me. “You’ve always been mine.”

      I fight back, thrashing around, trying to get him off of me, but more hands come out and grab me. Holding me down, forcing me to remain still. I scream and cry, I beg, anything to get him to stop.

      But nothing I do matters, just like it didn’t matter then.

      “I’ll show you who you belong to, My Hart,” he growls in my ear as I feel his fingers digging into me, bruising me, marking me, claiming me as his.

      “No!” I yell, but it’s useless.

      “Mine,” he growls.

      “Hart… Hartley… Hartley wake up.” A voice calls in the distance, a kind voice laced with concern. I try with every bit of strength I have to fight against the hands that are holding me down. I try to go towards the sweet voice.

      “Hartley, wake up, it's just a dream,” he calls out to me again.

      I’m shaken awake. When my eyes snap open, I’m looking at Kasen next to me. Taking a moment to catch my breath, I sit up, leaning forward and bracing my elbows over my knees. Kasen runs a soothing hand down my back.

      “You okay?” he asks softly. I nod my head.

      “Yeah, just a bad dream,” I say, forcing my voice not to crack and biting my lower lip to prevent it from quivering.

      “Is this why you’re so tired lately?” he asks. All I can do is nod my head yes again. I’m afraid if I open my mouth to speak, I’ll start to cry. That’s the last thing I need to try to explain.

      “Okay. Here, lay back down, I’m not going anywhere, okay?” he murmurs softly, opening his arms and inviting me to lay back down next to him. I do, curling into his side as he wraps his arms around me.

      This is just another reason why he is too good for me; too kind, too loving and I’m so ruined. I don’t think I can ever give him what he deserves, but I’m also not sure that I’m selfless enough to let him go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17: Purple Roses

          

          Kasen
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      After Hartley’s nightmare early this morning, I couldn’t go back to sleep. I texted Sol and told him we might be coming in late today because Hartley didn’t sleep well; he said that was fine, of course. I turned all of our alarms off and just laid with her in bed while she slept pressed up against my side.

      When Brooks woke back up around seven in the morning, I was able to sneak out of bed and get him a bottle of milk from the fridge. He fought me for a good five minutes, but finally caved. When he was done, I brought him into Hartley’s room and laid in her bed with him on my chest. I watched over them both while they slept.

      When Hartley finally woke back up without having another nightmare, she seemed to be feeling better. And the dark bags that were maring her pretty face for weeks were lighter. All I want to do is kiss her, hold her, and protect her. I’d do anything for her, absolutely anything.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it, this is bullshit!” I hear Sol yell from inside his office as I pass.

      I turn to knock on his door, and when it opens, I look inside. “You good, man?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it's just this shipment.” He sighs, motioning to his computer screen.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I ask, stepping into his office.

      “I don’t know, this shit was supposed to be delivered last week, and it’s nowhere to be found. So, I called the company, and they said it’s still at their warehouse, which is a six-hour drive from here.” He throws a pen across his desk, “We need them, because they’re already sold, but they won't deliver them until after we need them. Someone is going to have to go pick them up. Or we’re going to have to cancel and refund our orders,” he explains. I look over at the clock to see it’s almost closing time.

      “Need someone to get them tonight?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Someone needs to either drive up tonight, get them when they open, and drive back here in the morning; or leave early in the morning, grab them, and come back,” he explains.

      “I can go,” I offer.

      “You would do that?” he asks, his eyebrows shooting up into his hairline in shock.

      I shrug my shoulders, “Yeah, I mean, I doubt anyone else would want to do it. So that leaves you or Hart.”

      “Yeah, okay. If you’re sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure, what will I be getting?” I ask.

      “Long range targets. You’ll have to take one of the company trucks so you can fit them in the back. I’ll get you the keys,” he says, standing up and coming around from behind his desk.

      He sticks his hand out and I shake it as he slaps me on the back.

      “Thanks, man, this is a huge help for us. I’ll get you everything you need to make the trip. If you want to head home with Hart and pack an overnight bag, I can meet you over there with the truck in an hour.”

      “Sure man, sounds good.”

      Sol turns and leaves the room and I follow behind him. He turns to go to the back parking lot where they keep the work trucks, while I head towards the front of the store to find Hartley and Brooks to explain the situation.

      When I see her, she's talking with Ace as he holds Brooks, bouncing him in his arms. My heart squeezes painfully. I know he’s married, and their relationship has never been like that, but it still hurts to see her and Brooks so comfortable with someone who isn’t me.

      I shake my head free of those thoughts, she isn’t mine to be jealous over. She isn’t mine to get possessive over, I remind myself. But she is mine to protect, and I will always protect her.

      “Hey, Hart, you about ready?” I ask her as I walk up and shake Ace’s hand.

      “Yeah, see you tomorrow, Ace. Let's plan dinner soon with Ava, deal?”

      “As long as you’re cooking, we’re there. Just tell us when,” he says, passing Brooks off to her. Ace bends down to kiss Brooks's head and Hartley’s cheek.

      “Take care of my girl, Kingston,” he tells me, and I tilt my head to him.

      As we walk towards the parking lot, I place my hand gently on Hartley’s back and guide her to the Jeep. I take Brooks from her arms and strap him into his car seat, double checking his buckles before climbing into the passenger seat.

      “You want to do something this weekend?” she asks as she pulls out of the parking lot of Wild Hart and gets on the freeway to head home.

      “Actually, about this weekend, Sol is meeting us back at the house, and I’m going to leave tonight to go pick up a shipment of targets for Wild Hart,” I tell her.

      “Oh, he figured that out?” she asks.

      “Yeah, and I guess they won't deliver them in time.” I shrug.

      “Why are you going to get them?” she asks.

      “I offered. Figured it would be Sol or you, and I don’t want you making that drive tonight. and what if you needed Sol for something and he was that far away?”

      “I mean, I guess I see your logic, but you live with me, so if I needed someone, you would be my first choice.”

      You would be my first choice. Her first choice if she needed something; if she needed someone.

      “Plus, that’s a long drive at night, especially alone. Why don’t I just go with you? We can take turns driving up and back tomorrow, and Sol can stay with Brooks,” she offers. I look into the back seat at Brooks, and I’m not sure how I would feel about him being without Hartley.

      “I mean, if you’re sure, then I wouldn’t say no to the company,” I tell her. I see her pouty mouth turn up into a small smile.

      “Deal,” she says, nodding her head.

      When we pull up to the house, I grab Brooks from his car seat and sling his bag over my shoulder. Walking up the front steps, I wrap my arm around Hartley’s shoulders. She turns and looks up at me, the faintest smile on her face in the moonlight.

      “I’ll get Brooks ready for bed if you want to pack a bag,” she tells me, reaching her hands out for Brooks. I pass him off to her and head towards my room at the end of the hall.

      “There’s a duffle in the hall closet, would you mind grabbing me an outfit from my room? Just black pants and an extra Wild Hart T-shirt would be great.”

      “Sure,” I say, and watch as she disappears with Brooks into his room.

      I head into her room first to grab the clothes she requested before I head back out to the hallway. I open the hall closet and search around for the duffle bag. When I find it on the middle shelf, I pull it down, and a picture frame that was tucked under it comes crashing to the floor. I cringe when I hear the glass crack as it hits the hardwood.

      I bend down and pick up the frame. Turning it over, I study the picture; it looks like a young Hartley and Sol with a group of kids their age. A guy with shaggy blond hair has his arm around Hartley and a grin across his face, but Hartley looks uncomfortable, to say the least. She isn’t smiling or touching him in any way, if anything it looks like his hand is digging painfully into her side.

      When I hear the light pattering of feet from Brooks’s room, I close the door to the closet and turn around.

      “Find it?” she asks as she steps into the hallway.

      I raise the bag up, “Yeah, tracked it down and grabbed the clothes you wanted,” I say, giving her a tight smile. “But I broke this frame, I’m sorry. It was under the bag and I didn’t see if before I pulled the bag out.”

      I hand her the frame and she takes it in her hand and stares at it for a moment before shaking her head.

      “It’s fine, it’s nothing.” She says looking back at me but she doesn’t seem fine anymore.

      “You sure? I’ll replace it.” I tell her.

      “No really it’s fine.” She says with a little more authority.

      “I’ll just grab my other stuff,” she says and walks past me down the hallway and turns into her room closing the door slightly behind her. I head down to my room to grab my stuff.

      I open the duffle bag on the bed and grab a pair of sweatpants, extra black pants, and a Wild Hart Outfitters t-shirt, when I hear a light knock on my door frame.

      “Can I toss these in there?” Hartley asks from the doorway, holding up a small bag of additional things.

      “Of course,” I tell her, pushing the bag across my bed towards her.

      She tosses her stuff into the bag, and I zip it closed as I hear the front door open and close. I immediately go on high alert.

      “Easy, Tiger, it’s just Sol, he doesn’t knock,” Hartley says, giggling. I relax a little at that, but I still don’t like the idea of the front door being unlocked so just anyone could walk in. I should talk to her about that.

      Later.

      I grab the bag off the bed and motion for Hartley to lead the way, turning off the lights as we go. We step out into the hallway and I close the door behind me. I reach my hand into Hartley’s room to flip off her bedroom light. When I look down I see the frame I broke inside her trash, with the photo still in it.

      I shake my head deciding its none of my business, turn off the light and follow her down the hall.

      “Did you already tell him you’re coming?” I ask as we walk.

      “Yeah, I texted him.”

      “Change my sheets before you leave in the morning, you smell funny,” she tells Sol, sticking her tongue out at him. He rolls his eyes in response.

      “I’m going to have an orgy and not change anything.”

      “Not if you want to keep all your parts,” she quips. I watch as Sol cringes and covers his junk with his hand; protecting all his parts from the imaginary damage Hartley threatened.

      “You’re the worst,” he says as a shiver runs down his spine.

      “You love me.”

      “Like a hole in the head,” he tells her, but I see the smile pulling at his lips. They love each other and have a special bond, one I’ve never had with another person. The closest thing I’ve had is whatever it is I have with Hartley. If I’m being honest, I don’t know what it is we have.

      “You ready?” I ask Hartley.

      “Yeah, let’s head out so we can get a motel for the night.”

      “You want me to call around and get you guys a room?” Sol asks.

      “Yes, please, and just text me the details,” Hartley says, reaching up on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on Sol’s cheek.

      “Drive safe; I’ll let you know about a room,” Sol says, and slaps the truck keys into my hand before giving us a small wave, practically pushing us out the door.

      “Lock the door,” I tell him, and he rolls his eyes at me.

      “Yes, Mother,” he deadpans.

      Hartley can't help but laugh as we walk down the steps towards the truck.

      “Oh, you think that’s funny?” I ask her.

      “Course not, Mom,” she says, the sarcasm rolling off her pretty lips.

      “You two are the worst,” I say, rolling my eyes, but opening the passenger door. I toss our bag behind the seat and gesture for her to get in.

      “Thanks,” she says, “for everything.”

      “Anytime, Hart,” I say before closing her door and walking around the hood to climb into the truck.

      Hartley already has the directions punched into the GPS by the time we’re heading down the driveway, and she flips to a country station on the radio. We drive in comfortable silence while Hartley sings along to the 90’s country playing on the radio.

      Halfway through the drive, she starts to fall asleep against the door.

      “Here, lie down,” I tell her, grabbing a sweater someone had left on the backseat, balling it up, and putting it in my lap as a pillow.

      “I’m a pretty shitty copilot if you’re telling me to sleep,” she says, but yawns.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assure her and motion for her to lie down.

      “Okay.” She sighs, loosens the strap of her seat belt and lays her head in my lap. She pulls her legs up and manages to squeeze her whole body onto the small bench seat of the truck. I rest my right hand on her hip after she stops squirming.

      “This okay?” I ask.

      “Fine.” She yawns again and wiggles her hips slightly to squish deeper into the bench seat. She’s snoring in under a minute, and this is just one more moment to add to the list of things I’m grateful for.
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        * * *

      

      “Hart? Hey, honey, wake up. We’re here.” I hear Kasen’s voice as I feel him softly nudging me awake.

      I sit up and rub the sleep from my eyes, taking a moment to look at our new surroundings. We’re in the parking lot of a small motel, Sol must have texted the reservation info after I fell asleep. I’m a shitty copilot, I must have slept for at least half the drive.

      “Did he say who the reservation was under?” I ask sleepily, turning to read the time on the clock: just after midnight.

      “Yeah, you. He said it's under the Wild Hart credit card,” Kasen says.

      “Okay, I got it,” I say, opening the glove box and digging around for the company card. “Be right back,” I tell Kasen. Instead, he gets out with me, locking the truck behind us.

      “Wanna stretch my legs anyways,” he says, but I know it's ‘cause he doesn’t want me to go in alone. I can appreciate that.

      We ring the bell to the lobby, since it's an old school motel in the middle of nowhere and they don’t keep the lobby open past ten. I see an older man walk out from the back and look through the glass doors. I give a kind smile and a little wave. I can see the moment he gets an eyeful of Kasen -- his demeanor instantly changes, pissing me off.

      “Can I help you folks?” he asks through the intercom, instead of opening the door.

      “We have a reservation under Hartley Montgomery. It should have been called in a few hours ago by my brother,” I explain, trying hard to keep the disgust for his apprehension of Kasen out of my voice, but failing miserably.

      “Oh, yes, one moment,” he says through the intercom, before coming around to let us inside. He eyes Kasen, and I reach out to grab Kasen’s hand, intertwining our fingers together before handing over my ID and credit card.

      “Right,” he says, and goes behind the desk, running my credit card for the room and triple checking my ID. When he hands back my stuff, he hands me a room key.

      “It’s around back, just pull out and go right around the building. It’s in the center on the back side,” he explains to us. I nod, taking the key and the little map to the rooms.

      Kasen holds the office door for me. When we get to the truck, he opens my door, helping me into the cab. I hate it when people judge him based on his appearance; it boils the blood in my veins. Just because someone looks a certain way, doesn’t mean that they're good or bad.

      Some of the most well-dressed people with the biggest bank accounts have the worst hearts, and some people with tattered pasts have the best hearts. We’re all a little beaten, battered, and broken anyways, no one is perfect. Who is he to judge someone based on a single glance?

      Kasen parks the truck in front of our room. I shake my head, trying to clear it of the thoughts plaguing me. We get out, and I reach behind the seat to grab our bag. When we meet up in front of the cab, Kasen takes it from me and grabs my hand in his instead. I put the key into the lock, and the door swings open. There is only one bed.

      “Oh, uh,” Kasen stutters. “I’ll go back to the front desk and tell him we need a room with two beds. Here, you wait in the truck,” he rushes, handing me the keys.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Kasen, this is fine. I mean, if you don’t mind. It's big enough that we can just take sides,” I tell him, pulling him into the room.

      “Are you sure? I can sleep on the floor,” he suggests.

      “If you want to sleep on a gross motel room floor, then go for it, but it's really fine. Not like we've never shared,” I rationalize, shrugging.

      “Okay, if you’re fine with this,” he concedes, motioning to the bed.

      “We’ll survive,” I deadpan. But really, I’d rather have him close to me anyway. He sets the duffle bag down on the bed and opens it up, pulling out his clothes, then passing the bag to me. I rummage through it, but can't find my sweat pants.

      “Fuck!” I exclaim.

      “What’s wrong?” Kasen asks right before he disappears into the bathroom.

      “I forgot to pack pajamas,” I tell him.

      “Here.” He passes me his sleep shirt, “Should be big enough, I don’t normally wear a shirt to bed anyways.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, and he motions to the bathroom. “You can change in there, and I’ll change out here,” he says, and I smile.

      “Okay,” I say before disappearing into the bathroom. I pull my shirt off over my head and take off my bra. Pulling Kasen’s shirt over my head, I then slip out of my pants. I fold all my stuff into a neat pile before opening the bathroom door and stepping out into the room.

      Kasen is already in gray sweat pants that hang low on his hips, and I’m fairly certain he isn’t wearing boxers. Plus, he is gloriously shirtless. He should just always be shirtless; think I can make that into a new house rule? I’ll think it over.

      He has one hand resting behind his head while flipping through the TV channels with the other one. I walk over and crawl into the bed, turning to fluff my pillow.

      “You wanna watch something for a little bit, or go to sleep?” he asks.

      “I can fall asleep to something. Anything good on?” I ask.

      “Depends on your idea of good, I guess,” he says. He flips through the channels too quickly for me to see if there's anything on worth watching.

      “You’re going too fast. I can't tell what’s on,” I whine. He smirks.

      “Trust me, it's nothing good,” he says as he flips through another channel.

      “Oh, oh, oh! Go back, go back!” I yell, motioning wildly towards the TV. He turns it back, and I sit up in bed as a deep voice comes through the TV, “The dedicated detectives who investigate these vicious felonies are members of an elite squad known as the Special Victims Unit. These are their stories. Bom Bom.”

      “I take it you want to watch this?” he asks, chuckling.

      “Shhh, it's starting.” I wave my hand to shush him.

      He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me back to lie down with him. I settle my head onto his chest as he rests his hand on my hip, drawing small circles with his thumb.

      “Good night, Hartley,” he grins, shifting slightly on the bed and wrapping his other arm around me.

      I sigh contently as I watch Olivia and Elliot investigate a particularly gruesome fictional rape case. Things are weird with Kasen, mostly because things aren’t weird at all.

      I shouldn’t want to be close to him, not like this. I shouldn’t want him to want to be close to me. But there's something about him that calls to me, makes me feel safe. I know he would never hurt me, never hurt Brooks. He’s good inside and out, regardless of how people judge him. He’s better than most people I grew up with. He is the most amazing person I have ever met, and in a strange way, he makes me feel whole.

      He makes me feel like someday I can actually be me again; like I can live, instead of just surviving. I want to live again, and I want to do it with him by my side. I just want him.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up, and the slightest moment of panic washes over me, until I realize it's Kasen’s arm wrapped tightly around my waist. Settling into his embrace, I yawn, and a feeling of contentment washes over me. I know I shouldn’t feel this comfortable with him yet, but he makes everything easy.

      He starts to awaken behind me, and his arm wraps around me more tightly, hauling me into his chest. I feel his chest expand as he sighs deeply. Lying still in his arms, I start to feel his morning wood pushing into my ass. This is about to get really awkward.

      “Shit,” I hear him whisper as he pulls away from me. I pretend to still be asleep.

      He pushes the covers off and slides out of bed. I track the sound of his footsteps on the motel carpet as he walks into the bathroom. When I hear the door shut and the shower turn on, I crack one eye open and take in the room. I have to stifle a small giggle at the cold shower he is probably taking right now.

      I grab my phone and pull up the map, looking for any signs of a quick breakfast nearby. Since I was asleep when we pulled in last night, I didn't get a chance to look for a place we could eat today. I see on the map that there is a small coffee shop and diner about a block away from the motel.

      Shooting off a text to Sol to ask about Brooks, I climb out of bed and throw on my clothes for the day. I use the notepad by Kasen’s phone to let him know that I’ll be back in a minute, then I grab some money and head out.

      The one-stop-sign town we stopped in is still about a twenty minute drive from where we need to be.  From the front of the motel, I can see the coffee shop, one small diner, and a gas station. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to live in a town like this. Is it just like Crystal, but smaller? Are people still up in everyone else's business? Or do people live out here because they don’t want to concern themselves with what their neighbors are doing?

      I push open the door to the diner and take a seat at the end of the counter, grabbing a menu and looking it over for something quick.

      “Hey, sweetheart, what can I getcha?” the older waitress asks as she strides up to the other side of the counter.

      “Can I get two coffees and two of the bacon breakfast burritos? To go, please.” I give her a smile.

      She nods her head as she jots down my order on her pad, “It’ll be about ten minutes, dear. You want those coffees out now?”

      “Yes, please, and do you have cream and sugar?”

      “Sure thing,” she says with a wink, before turning to head towards the coffee maker.

      It’s just a few moments before she's striding back over with two to-go cups of coffee and a handful of cream and sugar. She sets everything down in front of me and I get to work making the coffees for Kasen and myself. Three sugars and two creams for me, four sugars and one cream for Kasen.

      I hear the little bell above the door to the diner tinkle as a new customer walks in.

      “Couldn’t stand me, huh? Had to sneak out this morning,” Kasen says in his gruff voice. He sits on the stool next to me.

      “Well, you live with me, so I don’t think walking to the diner a block away from the motel is going to get me too far from you,” I deadpan as I slide his coffee cup over to him.

      He smirks at me and takes a sip as the waitress walks over to us.

      “Can I getcha something, honey, or are you two together?” she asks Kasen.

      “I’m with her,” he says, smiling at her, as the bell rings behind the counter, signalling that our order is up.

      The waitress bags up our takeout boxes and hands me the tab. Kasen reaches over and steals the bill. He pulls a twenty and some ones out of his wallet and puts the money on the counter. Smirking at me, he grabs the bag and his coffee and nods his head towards the door. I grab my coffee and follow him out. We walk back over to the motel.

      “Want to head out, or stay and eat?” he asks.

      I check the time on my phone; it’s still early, but we can eat on the road. That's why I got stuff that would be easy to eat while driving.

      “We can just head out. If we leave now and eat in the truck, we'll be there when the warehouse opens. And that'll get us back home sooner,” I decide.

      “Okay, sounds good.”

      When we get to the motel, he grabs the truck keys and starts it up, while I throw our stuff into the bag we brought. We get in the truck, and I hand Kasen his breakfast burrito as he sets his coffee into the cup holder. He stops at the front desk and I hop out of the truck to drop off the key to the room.

      We’re on the road and heading towards the warehouse for our pick up by nine in the morning. When I finish my burrito and down the rest of my coffee, I turn up the radio and bob my head along to the beat. When we’re about ten minutes away from the warehouse, Kasen reaches over and turns down the radio. I look at him and can’t decipher the look on his face.

      “Hartley, I, umm, wanted to talk to you about this morning…” he says and trails off. Oh, that's what this is about.

      “What do you mean?” I decide to play it cool, we don’t really need to talk about this. I fear it’ll just make the rest of the day awkward, and we have a six hour drive back home.

      “When did you wake up?” he asks.

      I shrug. “You were in the shower.”

      “Okay. Well, uhh. Look, I just… when I woke up, we were close.” He cringes like it's a bad thing. I can respect him for not groping me, or thinking it was his right to touch me in anyway.

      “I know we've fallen asleep together before, I just wanted to make sure you didn’t leave the room this morning because I made you uncomfortable. If I did, Hart, I really am sorry, and I didn’t mean it,” he explains.

      “Kasen we’re fine, okay? I woke up and looked to see if there was food nearby. There was, so I decided to head over there and get us some coffee and breakfast for the road. We’re good, okay? I promise.”

      “Okay, I just don’t ever want to make you uncomfortable. I should've just slept on the floor, or gotten a room with another bed.” He sighs, shaking his head like he did something wrong.

      The reality is he didn't; he offered to get us a different room, and I said it was fine. He offered to sleep on the floor, and I said we could share. He did nothing wrong.

      “Kasen, look, we really are good. You didn’t do anything wrong. You offered to get a new room with two beds, or sleep on the floor. I said we were fine. I should have had Sol set us up with separate rooms to begin with, since sharing seems to have made you uncomfortable. So, for that, I’m sorry. It’s my fault. Just know, I was fine, and not at all upset this morning when I left. In the future, I'll remember this, and we can get two beds if we ever share a hotel room again. I’m sorry.” I say.

      “Hart, I’m fine too. Fuck, man, we’re a pair.” He chuckles softly. “We're both concerned about the other one being upset or uncomfortable, when neither of us actually is.”

      “Yeah, we make quite the team,” I laugh as we pull into the parking lot of the warehouse.

      I get out of the truck and walk into the warehouse area. It only takes me a couple minutes to track down someone who looks like she  knows what’s going on. She  directs us to our order, and helps us load up the truck. When we’re all ready to go, she apologizes for the inconvenience, and I sign some papers. Kasen and I get back in the truck and head home.

      This trip, even though it was for work, has been a nice little break from reality. But I’m ready to go home now.
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      I’ve been doing really well holding myself together since Kasen moved in. It’s been about six weeks since I first brought him home. But today I just can’t deal.

      I knew it would be a bad day; I felt it in my bones when I got up this morning. It’s a feeling like I'm being weighed down in deep water, unable to move my limbs.Or I’ve just climbed the highest mountain peak without properly training for it, and now the air is too thin around me. Suffocating me with my own memories.

      A weight sitting on top of my chest, leaving me unable to bring air into my lungs.

      This gray haze clouding my brain, taking away my sunshine, and showing me only the pain of my past. Forcing me to relive it over and over again.

      I work to take a couple of deep breaths, trying to find my center, to fill my lungs, but they won’t expand properly. Instead, my breaths come out ragged and pained.

      Kasen tries to talk to me on the drive to work, but I can't form the right words. If I say too much, I know the tears will come.

      When we drop Brooks off with Martha, she cups my cheek, shaking her head. She's seen me like this enough to know that on a day like today, it’s hard to get out of bed, let alone be a good mom.

      Once we make it to the shop, I outline the work I need Kasen to do today, letting Sol handle everyone else. I hole up in my office all morning, trying my best to just get through the workday without having a complete public meltdown. I can do that later when I’m home.

      I just want to lie down, curl up inside myself, and cry until I purge all the darkness settling in my chest.

      But I have to make it through the day with a fake smile on my face and pretend everything is okay. Turning to my desktop, I open my emails. The first thing I see is a reminder for an RSVP request for an upcoming fundraiser.

      If I had gotten this yesterday, I would have been happy to attend. But not today. No, today I’m declining, but I will send a donation for the silent auction.

      The tears fall before I can stop them, and I just put my head down on my desk and let it happen. I’ve been fighting this all morning, maybe I should have just gotten it over with earlier before getting my ass back to work.

      I’m not sure how long I sit like that, with silent tears falling onto my desk.

      I look up when I hear a soft knock on my office door. I quickly wipe away my tears; trying to pretend I’m fine, instead of falling apart.

      “Come in,” I call, turning to my computer trying to hide behind the screen.

      “Hey Hart, it's lunchtime. I thought I’d come see if you wanted to eat together?” Kasen’s deep voice calls out as he peeks his head into my office.

      “Thanks Kase, but I’m swamped right now. I’m just going to work through lunch so we can get out of here on time,” I say without looking up from the computer, still trying to hide. I’m so focused on trying to look busy instead of like the mess I truly am that I don’t hear him approach me.

      Resting his hand on my shoulder he gently turns my chair, forcing me to face him.

      “Hartley, what’s wrong?”

      I close my eyes willing my voice not to crack as I lie to his face. Wanting nothing more than for him to hold me and let me cry into his chest. I want to talk to him, for the first time I want to actually talk about it all. But I can’t. That would change everything with him, and I’m not ready for it to change yet, I’m not ready to lose him yet. I want to keep him just a little while longer.

      “Nothing, just busy.”

      He gets down on one knee in front of my chair, reaching his hand up to brush away more of my tears.

      “Hart, what’s wrong?” he asks again in a gentle tone.

      “Hormones,” I say. It's lame even I know that, and eventually that excuse isn’t going to be so valid.

      “Hart I’m worried about you,” he says.

      “Kasen I’m fine. Really.”

      “Okay, but I’m having lunch in here, and you’re eating too. Then you’re going to put on your climbing gear and get out on that wall until you feel better. It’s not good for you to be in here all day. You don’t do well without freedom, even I know that,” he says, and I nod in agreement.

      Pulling open the mini fridge in the corner of my office he grabs our prepped lunches. I watch as he walks to the closet and pulls out the mats and pillows, setting up a picnic area. He reaches a hand out and pulls me from my chair, leading me over to his indoor floor picnic. I sit down and we eat in silence. When we're done he opens his arms to me, and I lean into him. I let him hold me for the rest of his lunch break. And I try not to cry.

      Kasen doesn’t ask any questions. I know he doesn’t believe my excuses but doesn’t have the heart to push me. So instead he just comforts me in whatever way he can. When his break is over, he doesn’t risk me not leaving my office on my own.

      He tells me to get changed while he waits outside my door. He drags me to our indoor climbing wall and I put on my harness. He gives me a kiss on the top of my head and goes back to work while I climb the wall.

      I climb to the top again, and again, and again. Taking the different paths up the wall, until my arms are shaking. But I still don’t stop, I press on, continuing to rise to the top and repel back down.

      Kasen is standing at the bottom of the wall when I come down. Before I realize it I have been at this for hours; the store is closed and everyone has gone home.

      “Sol went to Martha’s to pick up Brooks, he’s going to meet us at home for dinner. Do you feel better or want to keep climbing?” he asks.

      I look back at the wall and sigh, I want to keep climbing but not this. I want to climb a real wall.

      “I’m good for now,” I say and strip out of my harness.

      “You want the real thing, don’t you?” he asks nodding to the wall.

      “Yeah I do, I haven’t done a free climb in ages.” I sigh, leaning into him as we head for the exit. I want the adrenalin rush of a real climb. I want to be so focused on where my hands and feet need to go in order to get me where I need to be that I don’t have space in my brain to worry about past horrors. I want to feel my lungs burning for air because I’m halfway up a wall with nowhere to go but up, not because my brain is getting the better of me.

      I just want to be free again.
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      Saturday morning, I make my way out to the kitchen and find Kasen sitting at the island drinking a cup of coffee. There’s eggs and bacon on the stove with buttered toast on a plate.

      “Morning,” he says as I pour a cup of coffee. “I made breakfast.” He nods to the food.

      “Morning, thank you for this,” I say and hold up my plate, taking my seat at the island across from him.

      “Did you make plans for today?” he asks.

      I shake my head no.

      Then shove more delicious food into my mouth.

      “Good, Sol will be here soon. And Martha is expecting Brooks.”

      I tilt my head to the side and study him.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “Planned a surprise for you. Everything you need is already packed in the Jeep. Sol said to tell you to wear workout gear,” he says and smiles.

      This is highly suspect. I’m not so sure I like the idea of Kasen and Sol being all buddy-buddy planning surprises, but I agree.

      “Great, I’ll get Brooks ready for the day,” he says, standing up to rinse off his plate, then goes to Brooks room right as Sol is opening the front door. He comes into the kitchen

      “Oh breakfast, goodie,” he says bypassing me and going straight for the breakfast spread.

      “What are we doing?” I ask him. He sits in Kasen’s empty seat.

      “Not telling sis but you’ll love it.” He winks at me and I throw a piece of toast at him.

      Kasen comes out with Brooks, who’s wearing his Ladies my uncle is single onesie and I laugh. Sol got him that obviously. I finish my breakfast, put my dirty dishes away, and go get changed.

      I put on a pair of black Capri leggings that have skulls on them, some of the skulls are mesh and see through. It's never not a good time for black. I grab a matching black sports bra with skulls, none of which are see through. Then I throw on my Coffee & Gangsta Rap tank top, put my hair in a messy bun, and put on my running shoes.

      “Hart let’s get a move on, we don’t have all damn day!” I hear Sol yelling from the living room.

      “I’ve got all the time in the world!” I yell back.

      And I hear him groan which makes me smile. What are little sisters for if not to bother their big brothers? I head out into the living room where the guys are waiting and whispering. I narrow my eyes at them ‘cause they stop as soon as they see me.

      Very suspect.

      Sol insists on driving the Jeep which is already loaded with everything we need, and I’m not allowed to peek at anything. We drop Brooks off with Martha and I instantly start peppering them with questions that they don’t answer. When Sol has had enough of me, he turns up the music and drowns me out.

      Typical.

      I sit in the back and cross my arms over my chest like a petulant child. The landscape passes by the window as songs spill from the speakers. When the first notes of an all too familiar song start to drift through the speakers, I instantly feel my body tense; the hair on my arms rises with goosebumps.

      George Strait sings about unconditional love, laughter and making dreams come true when the lyrics of I Cross My Heart begin. I nearly vomit. The bile burns my throat as I cringe and squeeze my eyes shut tight. I'm just trying to make it through the three and a half minute song without a melt down.

      “Hartley, are you okay?” I vaguely hear a gruff male voice asking. I can’t place it because I’m not here anymore; I’m there. I’m stuck in that room again while this song plays over the speakers, drowning out my sobs.

      “Hartley…” I hear my name again, and a hand gently grips my wrist. I tear my arm out of the grip. The soft touch felt like it was burning my skin.

      I snap my eyes open and see Kasen’s face pinched with concern. Tearing my gaze away from him, I look at Sol through the rearview mirror. “Turn it off,” I demand quietly.

      Sol reaches forward to turn down the volume but I can still hear it echoing in my head, forcing me back to a place I don't want to be.

      “Turn. It. Off.” I plead. I'm trying to stay calm, but my voice cracks and my lip quivers.

      Sol turns the radio off. I can’t hear anything but the blood thundering in my head and the tires gripping the asphalt.

      “Hart, are you okay?” Kasen asks again as he twists in his seat to look at me. I will myself not to come completely undone.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I barely manage to whisper before pulling my legs up to my chest. I turn to stare out the window and drop my head to rest against my knees.

      No one turns the music back on, and we’re silent for the rest of the drive. I just continue to gaze out of my window until I recognize the scenery when we turn down a dirt path. Sol slows the Jeep to a crawl so we can make it over the large obstacles and washouts in the road.

      “Are we doing what I think we’re doing?” I ask, and Kasen just turns around to smile at me.

      When we stop at the base of a large rock wall perfect for free climbing, I don’t even wait for the doors to open. I crawl over the back seat and jump out, opening the back and pulling out the bag that they packed for me.

      I go through it and find my powder and my climbing shoes. I strip off my tank top, switch my shoes, and take off towards the wall without once looking back.
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      Last week after I saw Hartley climbing the indoor wall for hours never wanting to come down, I remembered her telling me during one of her visits how much she loved to rock climb. Free climbing more specifically, but that she didn’t get to do it that often because she was always caring for Brooks.

      So, I talked to Sol and he agreed that this would be great for her, and he helped me plan this outing. I would love to be alone with her, but I don’t know the first thing about climbing, and I wanted to make sure she was safe. She’s my first priority-- her safety, her happiness.

      I sit at the base of the rock wall and look up, to my untrained eye I don’t see any way to scale this, but Hartley is already halfway up.

      “There’s a trail around back that leads to the top of the wall, that’s how we get back down. You can head up that way and wait for her,” Sol suggests.

      I nod but I can’t take my eyes off of the way she effortlessly climbs this granite wall.

      “She’s pretty amazing isn’t she,” he states when he sees my gaze doesn’t waver from where she’s climbing.

      “Yeah, I look at this and I don’t see any way up; she looks like she can see a clear path,” I say.

      “Maybe not a clear path, but Hart is a great climber. I think she’s a closet adrenaline junky,” he says laughing. “You better head up or she’s going to beat you there.”

      I manage to tear my eyes away from her long enough to turn and head towards the path. When I get to the top of the wall, the view is spectacular. Not as grand as the lookout by the house but still worth a million bucks. And the climb to get here.

      I hear Hartley, and I make my way to the ledge just in time to see her hauling herself over. For a minute she just sits there and stares out at the view. She’s so focused on the sight that I don’t think she realizes I’m here. I don’t want to disturb her so I just watch her.

      “Thank you for this. I appreciate it,” she says, pulling me out of my thoughts about her.

      I move to sit down next to her, swinging my legs over the edge and pulling her close to my side. She leans her head on my shoulder and takes a deep breath, closing her eyes and letting it out. When she opens her eyes again they seem clearer. Like she is at peace here.

      “I wish I could have climbed that with you, but I think I should start smaller,” I say, and she nods.

      I hand her a water bottle which she drinks half of just as Sol appears at the top of the trail. He sits down on her other side.

      “Quite possibly better then I remember.” She sighs reaching over and holding Sol's hand.

      We all sit there quietly taking in the view for a few minutes before heading back down. Sol climbs next; Hartley goes again taking another route.

      Her and Sol trade off climbing for most of the morning and early afternoon, before they declare they’re done. I head back to the Jeep with Hartley’s bag and when I look over, she and Sol are talking quietly.

      Hartley shakes her head at him, and he looks defeated. He gives her a hug and she hugs him back. They stay like that for a while in a sibling embrace. I feel like I shouldn’t watch; like I’m intruding on a moment between them. So I look away and make sure Hartley didn’t forget to put anything back in the bag.

      When they come to the Jeep, Hartley takes the front, Sol the back, and I stay in the passenger seat. Sol looks frustrated and Hartley is quiet for the ride back to town.

      I don’t ask, it’s not my business. But I wonder if their argument or talk had anything to do with Hartley crying.

      That day in the office wasn’t the first time I’ve caught her, it’s just the first time I’ve said something. I see how she tries hard to hide it. She doesn’t always cry, but sometimes I catch the tears that are there that she won’t let fall.

      I want to help her, but I don’t know how. I want to hold her, but I don’t think that’s my place. Whatever it is that plagues her I want to make it better; take away whatever past pain Ace had talked about before.

      I would do anything for her to be happy. Although seeing Hartley happy with someone else might just be enough to break me. But she’ll always come first. There’s no doubt in my mind that I would do whatever it took to make her smile, even if it crushed my own heart to do it.
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      I watch as Kasen walks towards the car, and Sol can’t help but start in on me.

      “You need to do something. This isn’t healthy, you can’t keep going on like this,” Sol insists.

      “I will handle myself, Sol. Leave it be.”

      “No Hartley, I will not just leave it. You have been a wreck for over a year now. And I’m not saying you don’t have a good reason; you have the best reason. But I really think you need to consider talking to someone.”

      I just shake my head at him. I can’t fucking talk to anyone.

      “You hide your dirty laundry better than anyone else, but Hart, not well enough to keep things from me. Kasen is worried about you, you think he doesn’t know when you have been crying, or when you’re having a tough day? He knows when, but he doesn’t know why. You should at least tell him; he’s living in your damn house!”

      “I don’t need to tell him, Sol. We are friends, I don’t owe him an explanation for my moods. And if he doesn’t like it, I am not keeping him stuck in the house. I’ll help him find and secure an apartment if that’s what he wants.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, and you fucking know it. Cut your shit Hart, I am your fucking brother. Don’t shut me out like this. Don’t push me away, all I want is for you to be happy.”

      “I’m not shutting you out. And I’m fine.”

      “Yes, you fucking are. Your arms are crossed, and your defenses are up. I’ve known you you’re whole fucking life Hartley Rae, I know when you’re shutting down. And I know when you’re not happy. And this,” he motions to me, “is you shutting the fuck down. Don’t go back to that place Hart, I can’t lose you to that again.”

      He pulls me in for a hug, squeezing me tight as I wrap my arms around his middle while resting my head on his chest. I’m silent for a few heartbeats.

      “You never lost me, I’ve always been here,” I whisper against his chest.

      “No Hart, I lost you before. Physically you were here, but emotionally, mentally, I didn’t have a clue where you were. You were lost to me. You’re my best friend Hartley, I couldn’t do this shit without you. So please don’t go to that place again. I know you do it to protect yourself. But when you go, you hurt everyone else.”

      I hold back my tears. I know exactly what he’s talking about and he’s right so, I nod my head.

      “Do what is right for you Hart, but I think you’ll be able to deal a lot better if you talked to someone. Talked to Kasen. You’re right that you don’t owe him, or anyone else, anything, but he’s a good guy. You were right about him from day one. I think he just might be the one to save you,” he whispers.

      I pull back from Sols embrace shaking my head.

      “I’m not some princess stuck in a tower who needs a prince to save her. I’m a fucking queen, and this queen will save her damn self.”

      “Then fix your fucking crown Hartley Rae and handle your shit.”

      The ride back to the house is filled with tension. We stop to get Brooks, and when we pull up to the house, Sol doesn’t stay for lunch.

      I give Kasen a hug, thanking him for planning the day. We spend the rest of the afternoon lounging, and he offers to watch Brooks while I relax in a hot bath. I love the way Kasen offers to take care of Brooks, and I love how comfortable he seems to be stepping into that role. It has been mostly just Brooks and I since he was born, having someone here to watch him while I do something as simply as shower is amazing.

      We might not be perfect, and we don’t always have this thing right but we are a far cry from that first day when Kasen didn't know how to take the car seat out. Brooks looks good with Kasen, it warms my heart to see them together. These moments feel a lot like everything is falling into place, like we fit just right. Even though we aren’t a we, and we never will be, I just hope Kasen stays in our lives.
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      The moon is bright tonight, lighting up the trees as I stand in the middle of the path. I’m in the backyard wearing my running gear with nowhere to run.

      I can’t run, I have to care for Brooks. The baby monitor is in my hand and he’s silent, but I can’t risk it; the signal doesn’t reach that far and I know tonight I need to go far into the dark. I stare out at the forest and hear the wind whispering in the trees. The leaves are rustling, inviting me to join them.

      “Hart?” I hear Kasen call from the porch.

      It’s nearing one in the morning by now. I don’t say anything. I can’t respond; if I speak the dam will break and my tears will fall. I hear him walking up to me. I’ve been here long enough, and the moon is bright enough that I can see almost every detail around me.

      “Hart are you okay?” he asks.

      He reaches a hand out and places it gently on my shoulder. I try not to flinch under the gentle touch but his skin touching mine sends an icy chill over my body. I can feel every nerve slowly start to shut down, my bodies way of trying to protect me from the memories attempting to flash across my mind. But I know the only thing that will help is the dark.

      “Will you listen for Brooks?” I ask quietly, still not able to look back at him.

      “Hart are you okay?” he asks again, the urgency in his voice becoming clear.

      When I finally manage to turn around and face him the look on his face tells me all I need to know. I know there are unshed tears in my eyes, and I know that if I don’t get out of here something inside me will snap. I’m not sure how I would be able to recover from it.

      “Please,” I whisper and my voice cracks.

      He takes the baby monitor that I gently shove into his hands as he nods his head. When he agrees, I can’t hold back any longer. I quickly turn on my heels and take off towards the forest.

      I disappear into the tree line, taking the path to the left and I run. I run as hard as I can. I run from the past, from my fear; I run where the monsters and the demons can’t find me.

      Instead of stopping at the lookout I showed Kasen, I take another path off that trail. It’s not as used, but my muscle memory knows it well.

      Without even seeing the obstacles littering the ground, I step left to avoid a pothole, jump over thick tree roots, and duck my head to avoid low branches.

      I run and run and run, never slowing down, never stopping. When I reach the tree line I’m on top of a cliff that overlooks a deep ravine with a rushing river below.

      My legs give out and my knees hit the ground with a thud. I can feel the skin breaking from the hard hit on the rocks, but I don’t care. I welcome the pain in my body to take away the pain in my mind.

      The sound of the water below me swallows up the sound of my tears and the screams that rip from my chest. So loud I can’t even hear my own pain.

      I let my tears flow freely as I’m kneeling there on the ground crying. The scene in front of me blurs but I don’t wipe my tears away, I don’t have the energy. I stay on that cliff till I don’t have any tears left to cry; till the blood on my knees has dried.

      I stand, brush my tears off my cheeks, and the dirt and blood from my knees. Looking down I check my watch—three-thirty in the morning.

      Sighing I turn away from the moon and head back down the mountain, knowing it will take me at least forty-five minutes to reach the edge of the forest if I walk. And I do.

      I touch the trees on my way; I stop to stare up at the moon and when I reach the edge of the forest, I can’t bring myself to step into the light just yet.

      It's four-fifteen in the morning. The moon hangs in the sky and I know I have another forty-five minutes before Brooks will wake up. Before I have to shove all these feelings back in the box in my head in order to try to be a good mother for another day.

      I see the porch light on and Kasen is sitting on the back steps. Knowing him he’s been sitting there this whole time. I should go over to him, thank him and tell him I’m okay, but I can’t. I’m not okay, and I don’t want to lie to him any more than I already have been.

      I lie to him nearly every day with every forced smile, every time I say I’m fine or blame my crying spells on hormones, it’s a lie. For the first time, I just want to scream that I’m not okay.

      I should tell him the truth, but I can’t just yet. I won’t be able to bear it when he looks at me differently. I know that once he finds out the truth he’ll never see me the same way he does now, and that will crush me. I’m not sure what would be worse, losing him completely or him seeing me as the broken person I truly am. I’m not ready to find out.

      So instead I sit at the base of a thick redwood tree, hidden in the shadows of my forest. I watch as Kasen checks the monitor and returns his gaze to the opening of the forest, waiting for me to emerge again.

      I like this forest, I like that it's dark even in the daylight. Most people are afraid of the dark, they think the monsters live in the shadows. But I know that the dark is safe. You can hide in the dark. You can be hidden and yet be in plain sight like I am now, tucked away in the darkness, and yet if you really looked you could find me here.

      The monsters and demons don’t hide in the dark and wait for you under your bed. The monsters and demons hide in the sunshine, in the pretty faces you see on the street. The real pain comes from the bright places where you can’t run, and you can’t hide. The dark is safe. And here, so am I.
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      As my watch hits five in the morning, I see Kasen look down at the monitor and stand to go inside. Right on time Brooks. My child is nothing if not consistent.

      When Kasen disappears into the house I quickly get up and run up the trail, sneaking into my own damn house, and rush past Brooks room.

      I can hear Kasen talking to him, and instantly Brooks settles down. Disappearing into my room, I rush to the bathroom and quickly kick off my dirty shoes. Grabbing a washcloth, I rinse the dried tear streaks from my face. I take a few deep breaths and slap a fake smile onto my face.

      My eyes are red and puffy and there’s no doubt I’ve been crying, but that’s not really unusual. I clean the dirt and blood from my knees quickly, grabbing a pair of sweatpants from my drawer and put them on over my running shorts.

      Leaving my room I go to Brooks and Kasen.

      “Thank you for watching him,” I say as I enter the room, acting like I just went for a grocery run instead of a good cry in the woods.

      I reach out and take Brooks and settle into the rocking chair to nurse him. Kasen doesn’t leave. Instead, he leans against the crib and crosses his arms over his chest, staring at me. I know he’s waiting for me to speak, to explain, but that’s not going to happen, and I’m particularly good at silence.

      “Care to explain Hart?” he finally asks, and I look up at him acting like I hadn’t realized he was still here.

      “We’re good now Kasen, you can go work out. I know you like to get it done before breakfast,” I say, ignoring his question.

      “Hartley,” he growls my name low, letting me know how frustrated he’s getting.

      But still, I ignore it. He lets out a deep sigh and scrubs a hand over his face. I know this isn’t fair to do to him, and without a doubt, I’m hurting him right now. But the alternative is hurting myself, and I’m just not sure I’m ready to walk down that path.

      “Hart I was worried sick. I called your phone, but you left it here. You took off into the dark woods for four hours in the middle of the night, and I couldn’t even go look for you because I had to stay here with Brooks. The least you can do is give me a reason.”

      He’s right, I know he is, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to tell him anything. I can be selfish like that, it’s one of my character flaws.

      “Sorry to worry you, Kasen. I just needed some air. Hormones and all that.” I laugh lightly trying to downplay the situation. “Before Brooks was born I used to go running whenever, but I can’t now. I just needed that tonight,” I say.

      “Do these one am runs often leave you in tears?” he asks and narrows his eyes at me.

      “Oh, this?” I wave a finger at my face knowing exactly what I look like. A hot fucking mess.

      “I tripped over a tree root and hit my knees on the ground. Hurt like a bitch and I cried a little, it’s not a big deal.” I shrug, “That’s what took me so long, my knees hurt from the fall so I walked most of the way back.”

      The lies spill out easier than they should, but that’s what happens when you keep the truth to yourself and suffer in silence.

      Standing, I place a now sleeping, milk drunk Brooks back in his crib.

      “Show me,” Kasen demands as I walk out of the nursery.

      Kasen is hot on my heels as he follows me into the kitchen

      “Show you what?” I ask.

      “Your knees, let me see, make sure you’re fine,” he clarifies.

      I know he won’t let this go because he’s trying to catch me in a lie. And while it’s not the whole truth, there is some truth in my story. That’s the art of lying, make sure your story holds enough truth to it that it's believable, easy to remember, and enough proof can be found in between the lies that people don’t question it.

      I grab my sweats and pull them down, happy I’m still in my shorts. When he sees my knees, I know they look like hell. Pulling my sweatpants back up I turn to start the coffee maker, but Kasen grabs my wrist and turns my palm over.

      “I believe that you hit your knees, that much is clear, but you didn’t trip. If you did you would have put your hands out to catch yourself. I know you well enough to know that you know every inch of every trail in that forest by heart and could run it in the pitch black. The moon was bright enough tonight that you had plenty of light. You didn’t trip. And you’re lying about why you went running at one am. That’s fine Hart, you can have your secrets. You don’t owe me anything. But don’t lie to me. I just want to make sure you’re not in danger, and that you’re going to be okay,” he says never breaking eye contact.

      “I’m not in any danger when I run at one am, but I need it, Kasen,” I whisper and he lets go of my hand.

      “Then next time just come put the monitor in my room and go. You don’t need to ask. I will always care for Brooks if you’re gone. You don’t have to tell me right now, but someday Hart, I want answers. Eventually, I’m going to need the truth.”

      “Okay, thank you. And one day I’ll give you answers, but not now.”

      He nods and walks to the back door. Without another word, he leaves and heads for the barn to work out his own demons.
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      I roll over and look at the clock on my nightstand blinking two in the morning. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and hold it in, slowly letting it back out; attempting to center myself, but failing.

      Looking at Brooks sleeping on the monitor, I sigh. I love him so much but sometimes he isn’t enough to erase the pain. Does that make me a bad mother?

      Probably.

      I can’t lie here any longer, I have to get out of here. I need air, and freedom, and darkness. I need peace.

      Throwing my covers off, I swing my legs over the edge of my bed, sighing as I stand. I pull a pair of running shoes out of my closet. I know I shouldn’t put this weight onto Kasen’s shoulders, but I don’t know what else to do.

      I grab the monitor and quietly slip out of my room. Taking a step across the hall, I stand in front of Kasen’s door. I take a few deep breaths before pushing the door open and slipping inside. I set the monitor down on his nightstand. When I turn to leave, I feel his hand grab mine lightly.

      “Hart?”

      “I just need some air,” I whisper.

      “Bad dream?” he asks.

      “Something like that,” I reply.

      “Stay,” he says softly, gently squeezing my hand, “please, just stay.”

      I turn around to look at him in the darkness, not even a sliver of moonlight stealing into his room.

      “Can we open the window?” I ask softly.

      “Of course,” he says, tugging lightly on my hand. I sit on the edge of his bed and slip under the blankets when he opens the covers for me. He slides out of bed and opens the window, the soft sounds of nature and freedom drifting in with the wind.

      I hear him walking across the floor, and feel the bed dip as he scoots under the heavy bedding. He reaches a hand out to me, and I place my hand in his. I bite my lip to prevent the tears from falling, even if he can't see me.

      “Hartley?”

      “Yeah?” I ask, my voice cracking as I squeeze my eyes closed, willing the tears not to fall.

      I feel him move closer to me. “What do you need?” he asks.

      “Will…” I take a deep breath, fighting back my tears. “Will you hold me?”

      “Always,” he whispers, wrapping me up in his arms. “It’s okay to cry, Hart,” he says planting a kiss on my head. I can't hold back the tears anymore. The dam breaks.

      My tears come flooding out, soaking Kasen’s chest. He holds me in silence, running his hand gently down my back, soothing my pain.

      Why couldn’t he have come into my life years ago? Maybe if we had met earlier, he wouldn’t have been sent to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Maybe I wouldn’t have had to go through everything I did. But then I wouldn’t have Brooks.

      No matter how I got him, no matter the pain from that moment… I would never give Brooks up. He is mine, and he is innocent. He is my everything, and he is all I need. I just need to remind myself that he is worth all the pain and heartaches. All of it.

      And if I met Kasen in any other way, then he wouldn’t be here now. He wouldn’t be here to hold me, to soothe me, to promise me everything will be okay. If he wasn’t here now where would he be? Would he rather be somewhere else?

      I’m sure he would, who wants to be woken up at two in the morning by a crazy girl who can’t stop crying? No one, and yet here he is. Here, with me. I don’t want to let him go.
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      Hartley cries herself to sleep in my arms. I glance at the baby monitor and see Brooks still peacefully asleep. Tightening my arms around Hart, I pull her closer to my chest and place a soft kiss on her forehead. I take a deep breath.

      If this is what she needs, I have no problem giving it to her, but I still wish she’d talk to me. I want to help her, but I can't if I don’t know what the fuck is actually going on.

      I just want to protect her and Brooks. I want to know every piece of her, the good and the bad. There is nothing about her that could change my mind about her, nothing she could tell me that would change the way I see her. I just wish she would realize that and let me in — let me be a part of her life in every way.

      But I won't force my way into her life; she has to, she has to want me to be there. I can’t demand that she let me in.

      I pull her as close to my chest as I can without smothering her. Wrapping my arms and legs around her, I slowly drift off to sleep with her in my arms.
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        * * *

      

      I look over, and I’m greeted with a pair of midnight blue eyes and a bright smile. She’s holding my hand, and I reach out and run my other hand over her growing belly as she giggles.

      Brooks runs past us with a butterfly net in the air, his laughter full of joy. He must be at least two years old now.

      “Dad!” he yells at me. I feel the sting of tears hit my eyes and a knot swell in my throat.

      “Yeah, little dude?” I call back to him.

      “I want to fly!” he yells. Hartley gives my shoulder a light shove, letting me know she wants me to go play with our son.

      I plant a kiss on her lips and one on her belly before running after Brooks. I can feel the grin stretching my cheeks as I grab him in my arms and toss him up into the air. He whoops and stretches his arms out before I catch him, throwing him up in the air and catching him over and over and over again.

      Until I throw him up and he doesn’t come back down. He disappears, leaving nothing but the sound of his childish laughter on the wind.

      Panic rips through my chest as I look around frantically for him. “Brooks!” I yell, still unable to see any trace of him.

      I look over to where I left Hartley standing, and I see her start to fade from my view.

      “Hartley!” I yell, rushing to her side. But I’m too late.

      She’s nearly gone, a small, sad smile pulls at her fading face. I try to grab her, try to keep her from leaving, but I can't. She isn’t mine to keep. She reaches her fading hand out to touch my cheek as I feel the sting of tears start to fall.

      “Why?” I ask her fading form.

      “You didn’t really think you could keep us, did you? We were never yours,” she whispers before disappearing completely, taking all of the life with her.

      I look around and see nothing but gloom and decay  — dead trees, a desolate landscape as far as the eye can see. She’s gone, he’s gone, and they took everything worth having with them. Without them, my life means nothing, they’ve become everything to me.

      Everything.

      A roar rips from my chest.I fall to my knees, pounding my fists into the dirt.

      “Kasen? Kasen! Wake up!” her sweet voice calls to me, snapping me out of my torment. “Kasen, come back, I’m right here. Please,” she begs.
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        * * *

      

      When I open my eyes, the light from the nightstand is turned on and Hartley is leaning over me with her hand resting gently on my cheek.

      “Hey, there you are,” she whispers, a smile tugs at the corner of her mouth.

      I can't help it, I reach out and wrap my arms around her, pulling her onto my chest. She makes an oomph sound when she lands on top of me.

      “You okay?” she asks softly, wrapping her arms around me and hugging me back.

      “Yeah, just a bad dream,” I tell her, loosening my suffocating grip on her.

      “Wanna talk about it?” she asks.

      “Do you?” Her face falls, but she just lies down next to me, snuggling into my side.

      “Maybe later,” she whispers, right as Brooks’s first cries of the morning drift through the monitor. “Duty calls,” she says, pushing herself up from the bed.

      I watch as she stands, stretches, and walks out of my room, leaving me alone. How do I tell her that I want her, that I want Brooks, that I want there to be an us? And what if she doesn’t feel the same way, and things change between us, but not the way I want them to? What if I tell her how I feel, and, in the end, I lose them both anyways?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22: Birds of Paradise
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      “What do you want to do for dinner?” I ask Kasen as we lounge in the living room, listening to the rain pour down outside.

      “I’m good with whatever,” he says, kicking his feet up on the coffee table.

      Things have been awkward between us since I went into his room and cried. I knew I shouldn’t have done that. Now everything is changing. I ruined whatever it was we had.

      “Okay, well I need to go to the store in a bit and get stuff for the week. Do you want to come?” I ask.

      He shrugs, “I can hang out with Brooks here instead, if that works? That way you don’t have to bring him with you.”

      “Okay.” I sigh. “Then I’m going to get dressed.” I stand up from my seat on the couch and hand Kasen the remote.

      I walk down the hallway to my room. I step inside, closing the door behind me, and resting my back against the door. I slide down to the floor, wrap my arms around my bent legs, and rest my head on my knees.

      Sucking my lower lip into my mouth, I bite down until I taste the iron of my own blood on my tongue. I’ve become adept at using pain to prevent me from crying or screaming… or both.

      After a moment, I pull myself together and stand up. Kasen was never mine to have, never mine to lose, and not mine to be upset over.

      Not mine.

      I pull on some jeans and a hoodie, not even bothering to put a bra on under my tank top. I pull on a pair of boots and grab my phone off the charger.

      HARTLEY: Hey, you feel like coming over for dinner?

      SOL: Got plans.

      HARTLEY: Lame.

      SOL: Whatever.

      HARTLEY: Hey, you guys wanna come over for dinner?

      ACE: Let me ask Ava.

      ACE: She says if you’re cooking, she’ll bring the wine.

      HARTLEY: Sounds good, come over about five.

      ACE: Wouldn’t miss it.

      I shove my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and cram my wallet into the pocket of my hoodie. Stepping into my bathroom, I double check my face in the mirror. Grabbing a washcloth from the sink, I run warm water over it, wiping the smear of blood from my face.

      I plant my hands on the side of the sink and take a moment to collect myself. I splash water on my face and shake my head to clear it of all the thoughts of Kasen. He’ll never be mine, so I need to get over that notion. Why would he ever want someone as damaged as I am?

      I return to the living room, and my heart skips a beat at the sight of Kasen holding Brooks, swaying back and forth with Brooks in his arms. It's shit like this that makes me think we might have something more than it seems we do; just maybe we could be something.

      “Okay, I’ll be back in a bit. Ace and Ava are going to come over around five for dinner,” I tell Kasen. When he looks up at me, I see him smiling. I haven’t seen enough smiles from him since that night; I cherish every single one I get.

      “Sounds good. I’ll clean up a bit,” he says, nodding to the toys and such scattered over the living room.

      “You don’t have to; I can get that when I get back.”

      “I’ve got it, Hart.”

      “Okay,” I say and head to the front door.

      “Drive safe,” he calls out, looking at the rain pouring from the sky. I nod and open the door, stepping out onto the porch as lightning cracks across the sky and thunder rumbles in the distance moments later.

      I run down the stairs towards my Jeep, throw the door open, and hop inside. Jamming the keys into the ignition, I crank the engine and immediately turn on the heater.

      Waiting a moment for the engine to warm up and the heat to blast across my face, I take a deep breath and rest my head back against my seat. I put the Jeep into gear and pull out of the driveway and down the road.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m pulling into the small grocery store in town. The parking lot is mostly empty. No one likes to drive in this kind of weather, and I really shouldn’t either, but I had to get out of the house. It’s suffocating in there when Kasen is being awkward.

      I hop down from the Jeep and grab my shopping bags before slamming the door and locking it. I run across the flooded parking lot into the store. My boots are soaked, and water has soaked into the bottom of my jeans by the time I get through the front doors.

      “Miss Hart, why are you out in this weather?” I hear the deep voice of Archer Hamilton call from across the small store.

      When I turn, he’s walking towards me with a smile on his face and a basket on his arm.

      “Hi, Mr. Hamilton,” I say, giving him a small wave and moving to meet him.

      He pulls me in for a wet hug. “Archer,” he corrects. “You know better than to use formalities with me, missy,” he  jokingly scolds me.

      “Archer.” I nod when he pulls back. “I’m just grabbing some stuff for dinner,” I tell him.

      “Ah, me too,” he says, indicating his basket filled with wine, strawberries, and chocolate dip. The contents of his basket have me smiling. “Anniversary,” he whispers.

      “I thought you got married in the summer?” I ask, cocking my head to the side. I’m positive they got married in the summer. I can remember attending anniversary parties growing up.

      “We did, this is the anniversary of the day I got the courage to tell Rebecca I loved her for the first time,” he reveals.

      “How did you know?” I ask softly.

      “That I loved her?” he confirms I nod.

      “Oh, child, you just know. Why do you ask?”

      I shrug, “No reason. Just wondering.”

      “I guess the best way to describe it is being willing to do anything for the other person, even if what you need to do to make them happy ends up hurting you in the end. Knowing without a doubt you would always put them ahead of you. That’s love,” he explains.

      “Sounds nice,” I whisper.

      “It’s a lot like how I’m sure you feel about Brooks, just with a romantic side. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah, it does. Thanks, Archer.”

      “Anytime, child. Well, I have to get home, you drive safe,” he says, giving me a small kiss on my cheek before turning towards the register.

      “I will. Hey, Archer?” I blurt. He turns back to face me. “When did you know you were in love with Rebecca?”

      A smile spreads across his face, “By our third date I wanted to marry her. I would’ve asked then and there if I’d have thought she would’ve said yes.”

      I smile and nod my head. They’re the original #CoupleGoals.

      Walking around the store, I grab everything I need to make chicken alfredo. I turn the corner towards the butcher counter, looking down into my basket instead of paying attention to where I’m going. The air whooshes out of me as I run into someone.

      “Oh, shit! Sorry.” My basket crashes to the ground, sending my groceries skidding across the aisle. Bending over, I start to grab some of the things that spilled onto the floor.

      “Hmm, I knew I missed this view.” The sound of his voice grates over every single one of my nerve endings. I look up and see him standing over me with a malicious smirk on his face.

      Trying my best to ignore him, I shove the last of my items back into my basket, stand, and sidestep him. But he reaches out and grips my arm hard, just shy of bruising it.

      Poking around in my basket, he fingers the bottles of white wine. “Hmm, would you look at that? I would’ve thought you’d have switched to the harder stuff by now. You always were a fan of drowning in your problems.”

      “Let. Go,” I grit out.

      He leans over to whisper in my ear, sending a shiver down my spine and turning my blood to ice. “I’m never going to let you go,” he growls menacingly.

      “Is there a problem here?” James the butcher asks, stepping towards us.

      “Not at all, we’re just catching up. Aren’t we, Hart?” the man replies as he drops my arm.

      “I’m fine, James,” I say softly and step towards him. “I just came to get some chicken.” I force a smile onto my face. James doesn’t miss a beat. He fixes his glare over my head, but places a gentle hand on my shoulder and leads me away.

      “What can I get you, Hartley?” he asks, forcing cheerfulness into his voice that I know he doesn’t actually feel.

      “Four boneless, skinless chicken breasts, please,” I say quietly. He nods, turning to go to the back.

      “I have to prep a little. How about you come wait back here with me?” He motions towards the back room.

      I look over my shoulder and see him standing where I left him. I nod at James, “Yeah, okay.”
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        * * *

      

      I push the small flask of bourbon to my lips and take a swig, letting the burn coat my throat. The moon is bright, but the lights of the country club are brighter; they wash out the stars the way I wish the liquor would wash away my pain.

      “Thought I’d find you out here, My Hart.” I cringe when I hear his voice behind me.

      “What are you doing out here?” I ask, taking another sip from my flask.

      He sits down on the dock next to me. I’m letting my feet dangle just shy of touching the water.

      “Came to find you. You always did run away from the spotlight.” He motions to the bright lights of the country club that illuminate the sky.

      My father's funeral was this afternoon; instead of grieving, these people used it as an excuse to get drunk and spread rumors. My father's death is nothing more than a party where they can gossip about the heirs.

      “Yeah, well I’d rather be anywhere but here.” I sigh.

      “Let me take you somewhere else, then,” he whispers, moving closer to me on the dock.

      “Sol is going to take me home.” I say, inching away from him.

      I put my flask to my lips and drain the remaining liquid in one gulp.

      “But I can take you somewhere now,” he murmurs against my skin, then kisses my neck.

      I push him away. “No, I’m fine. I need to go find Sol.” I get to my feet.

      “You don’t need to do that, Hartley,” he says, standing and gripping my wrist.

      I try to pull my hand free, but he just holds me tighter. I take another step away from him, but he just steps into my personal space. He grips my hip with one hand and roughly shoves me against the posts on the dock.

      “Why are you always running from me, Hartley, you know this is going to happen eventually. You’re mine,” he growls.

      “I’ve never been yours, and I never will be,” I spit back in his face, the bourbon creating a fire in my stomach.

      “Hartley!” I hear Sol yell from up the path.

      The man drops his hold on me and takes a step back as Sol appears at the end of the dock.

      “Come on, Hart, we’re going,” Sol says.

      I take a deep breath and walk up the dock and away from him. When I’m halfway up the path, I turn around and see his dark silhouette in the moonlight, with the small lake behind him.

      “Be seeing you, Hartley,” he calls from his place on the dock. It sends a chill down my spine.
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        * * *

      

      I walk into the house, set my grocery bags down in the entryway, and kick off my wet boots. My hoodie is soaked, so I peel it off and hang it up to dry.

      I leave the bags by the door and scan the living room, but I don’t see the boys. Walking down the hallway, I peek into Brooks’s room and see him asleep in his crib. It feels like I’ve been cold and wet for hours, so I head down to my room and strip out of my wet clothing, pulling on a pair of sweatpants, a sports bra, and a tank top. Since I’m going to be cooking, I run a brush through my hair, towel it off a bit, and pull it up into a messy bun. When I get back out to the kitchen, Kasen is there unloading the bags.

      “You don’t have to do that, I’ve got it,” I say, grabbing the stuff for dinner and setting it aside.

      “I don’t mind.” He takes a closer look at me before suddenly reaching out and lightly gripping my chin. “What happened to your lip?” he asks, pinching his eyebrows together.

      I touch my fingers to my lip, pull them back, and see a little fresh blood. “Oh, nothing, I just bit my lip.”

      “Come here,” he says, dropping my chin, grabbing my hand, and pulling me over to the sink. “Up.” He gestures to the counter; I push myself up to sit on it.

      He grabs a paper towel and runs it under the warm water, wringing it out before he tilts my chin up and gently dabs the towel against my lip.

      “I can do that,” I whisper.

      “I want to.”

      “Okay.”

      He presses the towel to my lips a few more times, checking it with each repetition, until he pulls it back and there’s no longer any blood on it.

      “There. All better,” he says, moving his hand to cup my cheek.

      I look into his dark eyes as he moves slightly, settling between my legs.

      “Hartl — ” he starts, but gets cut off by a knock at the front door. He drops his gentle hold on my face and takes a step back. “That’s probably Ace,” he says.

      “Yeah.”

      I hop off the counter, walk to the front door, and find Ace and Ava waiting outside.

      “Hey, Baby Girl,” Ace says, stepping inside and wrapping me up in a big bear hug. “How’s my second favorite girl?” he asks, making me laugh as he sets me down.

      “Shit, I see how it is, you go and get married, and all of a sudden I get bumped to second place,” I say with mock anguish, bringing my hand up to wipe away a fake tear.

      “Shh, you know you’re still my number one girl,” he whisper-yells and Ava jokingly slaps him across the arm and giggles.

      “Hey, Ava,” I say.

      “Hey, girl, don’t worry — I know he’d drop me like a hot rock if you called,” she laughs.

      “Not a chance, babe. You’re his number one now, and I’m cool with it.” I shrug. “Here, meet Kasen,” I say, pulling her over to the kitchen.

      “Hey, man.” Kasen and Ace greet each other with the one arm handshake bro hug.

      “Kasen this is Ava, Ace’s wife,” I introduce them, he shakes her hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” he says.

      “Dinner isn’t done yet. Actually, I haven’t even started. The store took longer than I planned, so feel free to open the wine and hang out in the living room. Shouldn’t take me too long. There’s beer in the fridge too,” I say.

      “Better not be that sour shit Sol drinks,” Ace says, making a face.

      Kasen walks over to the fridge and opens it up, “We’ve got Coors and Corona,” he says holding them up.

      “I’ll take a Corona if you have limes,” Ace says.

      “Yup,” Kasen says, pulling out two Coronas and the limes. He grabs a bottle opener and the cutting board. He opens the beers while Ace grabs the corkscrew from the wall and two glasses from the cabinet. He’s been here enough to know where everything is.

      Kasen hands Ace a beer, and Ace passes a wine glass to Ava and me. I grab the bottle of white cooking wine and get started on dinner. Ace and Kasen make their way into the living room. I don’t miss Kasen grabbing the baby monitor and bringing it with them. Ava takes a seat at the island in the center of the kitchen.

      I wash my hands at the sink and grab the pots and pans I’ll need to start dinner.

      “Things seem to be going well with Kasen. Ace told me how you guys met and what you did for him,” she says as I dump the chicken into a pan, pour some wine in, and turn the burner on low.

      I shrug. “Yeah, it's been good. He works well at the store. He and Ace seem to get along when they’re on the same shift.”

      “And what about with you?” she asks, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively.

      I look down and pick at the grout on the island top. “It’s not like that,” I say.

      “Yeah and I don’t love Ace’s stupid face,” she says, taking a sip of her wine.

      “No really, he’s just here till he figures stuff out.”

      “Honey please,” she says, raising one eyebrow in challenge. “You really don’t see it do you?” she asks.

      “See what?”

      “Oh lord, Hartley! You’re the dumbest smart person I have ever met,” she says, rolling her eyes.

      “Do you remember when I first came into the store?” I nod. “And you remember I came in week after week, buying a stupid amount of shit and every time I would get Ace to help me?”

      “Yeah, and the idiot couldn’t see that you clearly wanted him to ask you out.”

      “And it took you slapping some sense into him before the dumbass finally asked.”

      “Yeah but it's not like that with us,” I tell her.

      “Dumbest smart person ever.” She deadpans, “I could suffocate from the sexual tension in this house.”

      I glance into the living room and see Kasen pick up the monitor then set it and his beer on the coffee table. He motions for Ace to wait a moment as he walks down the hallway. A few minutes later he walks back out with Brooks in his arms and sits on the couch with him.

      “Honey, you see the way he looks at Brooks like that’s his own flesh and blood?” Ava asks, tipping her glass towards the guys. “He looks at you like you’re already his.”

      I turn back to the stove, stirring the pasta and the chicken. I collect the rest of what I need to make the sauce, and when I turn around I ask about what their summer plans are. It’s an obvious subject change, and even though Ava rolls her eyes at me she doesn’t argue or call out my tactics.

      I finish dinner, and we sit around the table eating and talking. Kasen holds Brooks through dinner, managing to eat and entertain him.

      I can't stop thinking about what Ava said. He looks at you like you’re already his. But how is that even possible, how can she see something that I’m apparently blind to?

      When I look over at Ace he is staring at Ava, with nothing but adoration and love on his face. I see him reach over and hold her hand across the table as he laughs and makes faces at Brooks.

      When I look at Kasen, he is looking at me, a small smile pulling at his lips.

      He looks at you like you’re already his.

      I turn back to Ava. She has a sly smile on her face, and she gives Ace a knowing glance. When he looks at me, I grab my wine glass taking a generous gulp. When I look back, Ace is trying hard to suppress his grin. Instead, he just shakes his head at me and shoves a large bite of pasta in his mouth.

      Ace and Ava don’t stay long after dinner, and Kasen puts Brooks to bed, giving him a bottle since I had three glasses of wine. When he comes out to the living room, I’m lying on the couch. He lifts my legs and settles on the other cushion, placing my legs across his lap. Resting his hand on my ankle, he starts to rub circles into my skin.

      I grab the remote and pass it over to him. He flicks the TV on, flipping through the channels until he settles on Sweet Home Alabama before tossing the remote onto the coffee table. I smile as Jake tells Melanie, so I can kiss you anytime I want.

      When I glance at Kasen, he’s looking at me with an expression I can’t quite place. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it’s the same way Ace looks at Ava when she isn’t paying attention. The way he adores her; loves her and would do anything to make her happy.

      It’s a look I’d cherish to have from him, but I turn back to the TV. I can't read too much into what Ava said. I can’t let my heart wonder what a life with Kasen would be like. At least not one where he is really and truly nothing but mine.

      ‘Cause it would break my soul to realize I can’t have that life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23: Pale Pink Rose

          

          Kasen
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      I walk into the house and Hartley is asleep in the recliner with Brooks asleep on her chest. I can feel my own heart seize in my chest at the sight. How I wish she was mine, that he was mine, that me coming in from working and seeing this sight was my family.

      But it’s not. No matter how much I wish it could be, Hart is too good for me, she deserves more than I could ever give her.

      I slowly walk over to her, grabbing the blanket off the back of the couch. As I get closer to her, I notice her holding something in her hand. I slowly peel the thick cardstock from her grip intending to set it on the side table, but I notice it’s an invitation.

      I shouldn’t read it, but I do anyways. It’s an invitation to some formal black-tie gala. I don’t have a fucking clue what a gala is, but I know it’s a piece of her life that I’ll never be a part of. It just serves as a reminder and drives home our vast differences one more time.

      Here and at work, Hartley is fun and energetic. She’s excited to help people, and she’s caring. It doesn’t hurt that both her and Sol could rival models with their features either. They could have done anything they wanted; they don’t even need to work with the wealth that they have. But instead of gracing magazine covers or lounging on a sandy beach in Bali, they bust their asses to make their dream come true.

      Both Hartley and Sol live in a modest house on large pieces of land that back up to a forest for hiking in. They just want to live quiet lives. Hartley might seem like any normal twenty-four-year-old women on the surface, but her bank account sits with eight figures in it and that’s just one account. She’s a multi-millionaire and you would never know it looking at how she lives, or how she treats people.

      Once I asked her why she would take a chance on not one convict but two, and she simply said not everything is as it seems. That they were taught to treat the janitor the same way as the CEO. That it doesn’t cost her anything to be nice and treat people like they are real people, not whatever their background reads. And if I’m perfectly honest, had I never met the Montgomery’s I can’t say I would have had her same attitude towards people.

      “Hey,” I hear her whisper as I’m still looking down at the card, imagining all the ways I don’t fit into her life.

      I might fit into her life now in a weird way but someday she’s going to meet someone that is worthy of her love. And whoever that is isn’t going to want some convict that wants her for himself hanging around. Someday she’ll have a family and a new life, one that I won’t fit into.

      I look over to see her sleepy smile, and I feel a stirring deep in my belly.

      “Hey yourself. Sorry,” I say holding up the card. “I didn’t mean to read it I was just going to cover you guys up,” I whisper, and she shrugs.

      “I was going to ask you to come with me anyways.”

      I can’t hold back the shock I’m feeling but she just smiles. She shifts Brooks a little in her lap and goes to get up. I instinctively reach out and gently take him from her arms, placing him in the cradle in the corner. When I look over a sleepy Hartley is smiling at me, she motions for me to follow her into the kitchen.

      “Hart, I never even went to a prom, I couldn’t possibly go to some formal gala. I don’t even know what a gala is!” I whisper-yell, as she moves towards the coffee pot.

      I reach out and gently touch her elbow. “Hart you’re exhausted, no coffee just sleep,” I tell her gently; she sighs but doesn’t move to make herself a cup of coffee.

      “Kasen, I hate going to these things, but I haven’t been to any events since before I had Brooks. I can’t avoid them any longer. It’s an unfortunate side effect of living here with the Montgomery name. Even though Sol and I detest them, in a way they’re a requirement. Please come with me, I’ll have a much better time if you’re there,” she pleads with me, jutting out her bottom lip and batting her eyelashes in an overdramatic pout.

      I roll my eyes and smile, she looks ridiculous but adorable. If she was really mine, I’d reach over and bite her full bottom lip, but she’s not mine. Even so, I can’t tell her no, I just nod my head. Her face brightens and she jumps into my arms to give me a hug. I wrap my arms around her and squeeze her tightly before letting her go.

      “Yes, thank you, Kasen! You can go get fitted for a suit with Sol, he’s going tonight.”

      I groan, even though I realized it was black tie I still wasn’t expecting to get a suit. But again, I can’t tell her no. I swear if she asked me to jump off a bridge, I would probably do it.

      I make her a cup of tea and get her to lay down on the couch. She insists I stay with her until she falls asleep, so I do. She lays her head in my lap, and I cover her with the blanket. I turn the T.V. on low and rest my hand across her hip. It doesn’t take long for her to start snoring softly.

      I sit there for an hour silently watching over Brooks while Hart sleeps with her head in my lap and I gently stroke her hair, allowing my mind to play a future I will never have. One where this is my actual life, where Hartley is my forever and Brooks is mine. A life where Hartley carries a child that is mine and hers, where we give Brooks a sibling or five. However many she wanted I would give her. A future where she walks down the aisle in a white dress and I promise to always take care of her, and she swears to always be mine.

      Thoughts like these are dangerous because the more I think about it, and the more moments like this we have, the more I want nothing more than the future I see in my dreams; and the more I want that future the more concerned I get that nothing else would ever measure up.

      But at the end of this, her happiness is what matters most to me, and I’ll do everything and anything to make sure she is always happy.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week flashes by and before I know it Saturday night is here and we’re getting ready for the gala. I hear a soft knock on my open door and when I turn, Hartley is in the doorway and I almost forget to breathe.

      She’s stunning. Her dress is a dark indigo and form fitting so it hugs her curves in all the right places. The dress stops about mid-thigh so you can see the matching six-inch-tall heels that lace up her calves and are tied with a bow, making her look like a Goddess.

      Her makeup is light but highlights the dark blue of her eyes, the dress almost matches her eyes perfectly. The only piece of jewelry she wears is her rose gold heart pendant around her neck. Her hair is piled on top of her head in curls that she managed to make look both effortless and high fashion.

      She sees me staring and does a little twirl, revealing a very low-cut back that has me adjusting my pants.

      “Well, what do you think?” she asks biting her lower lip. I wish I got to do that instead.

      “You look beautiful.” She blushes slightly.

      Walking over to me, she shoos my hands away from the tie I’m failing to knot properly. Sol helped me pick out a black suit with a dark blue undershirt and matching tie. She effortlessly ties my tie for me and presses her hands down the front of my shirt.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself,” she says smiling up at me.

      I turn and look at us standing together in the full-length mirror. I’m a foot taller than her normally, but even in her six-inch heels, I tower over her. Yet, she looks like she belongs on my arm. Turning my head slightly I make a face at the prison tattoos trailing up my neck. I flex my hands and see the ink that spreads across my knuckles and hands. Hartley notices and reaches for the hand closest to her. She looks at the prison ink, then into my eyes and smiles.

      “People will know I don’t belong,” I sigh.

      “People can go fuck themselves. You belong wherever you want to be and I want you by my side.”

      “If that’s where you want to be,” she whispers looking down at where she has intertwined our fingers.

      I reach out and tilt her chin to look in my eyes.

      “I want nothing more than to be with you tonight.”

      And every night after that.

      “Besides, if they have a problem with tattoos, they should probably stop inviting me to these things,” she says as a smile pulls at her lips and she twists her arm up showing off her forearm that is covered in bright ink.

      She just finished her nature inspired tattoo, and ink has never looked so good.

      “Come on we gotta get going,” she says and tugs on my hand.

      I grab my suit jacket and trail behind her. She passes Martha and gives Brooks a kiss on his head, I do the same and whisper,

      “Be good little man.”

      I was expecting a fancy car service to pick us up, but I should know by now not to expect anything from Hartley. Instead, she grabs her keys and we stroll to the Jeep. Halfway to the car, she tosses me her keys.

      “You drive.”

      I open her door and help her in then round the vehicle to the driver’s side. When I get in, she turns to me with a stern look on her face.

      “You scratch my baby I’ll cut you,” she says so casually I almost believe she would.

      Almost.
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        * * *

      

      We pull up to a mansion where the gala is being held. Getting out of the Jeep, I round the hood to Hartley’s side before the valet can reach her. Reaching out, I open her door and help her to slide out of the lifted vehicle. I gently place my hands around her hips as she reaches out to grip my biceps, sliding gracefully down my chest.

      “You scratch my baby, and I’ll cut you,” she says to the waiting valet in a low voice only for his ears and a smile on her face so no one would guess she’s threatening him.

      The poor kid looks absolutely terrified but he nods his head. I’ve never seen My Hart so menacing and it's damn near adorable. With a smile on my face, I wrap one arm around Hartley, resting my hand on her lower back. I place I small kiss on her head and lean in close to her.

      “You’re scaring the poor kid,” I whisper, and she chuckles.

      “Who me?” she asks with mock surprise and a hand to her chest. I just chuckle softly to myself, shaking my head.

      I turn to lead Hartley up the walkway to the front of the large mansion. There are photographers everywhere taking pictures of people coming in. I stiffen at the sight of them.

      “Relax,” Hartley whispers.

      She wraps her hand in the bend of my elbow moving to walk up the pathway. I want nothing more than to tuck tail and run, but I stay with her.

      “Keep your head up Kingston, these people are no better than you just because their ancestors made good decisions that resulted in money,” she tells me. “People can only make you feel bad if you let them. You decide how you feel. Don’t give them that power over you. They don’t deserve it.”

      When we enter the main hall of the mansion there are people milling around, and servers walking with trays of champagne. People almost immediately turn and take in our presence. At first, they glance at me, looking me up and down knowing I don’t belong here. When their gazes move and notice it’s Hartley on my arm, their faces change. They don’t know what to make of us together.

      The millionaire and the felon.

      The heart and the convict.

      The best and the worst.

      Before we have the chance to walk around and greet people, I feel Hartley stiffen ever so slightly and I look over to see My Hart gone. Her face is an expressionless mask, her chin is held high, her gaze doesn’t waver from a spot in the room. I think the temperature around us actually drops ten degrees from the chill coming off of her now.

      This isn’t My Hart, this isn’t even Hartley, owner of Wild Hart Outfitters, kind caring individual. I’m not sure that this cold person can even be classified as Hartley Rae Montgomery, heir to the Montgomery fortune and multi-millionaire from old money and new.

      I’ve yet to see anyone who has elicited this reaction from her, and I wonder why now. She feels me watching her but doesn’t turn to look at me. And I don’t even have the opportunity to ask her what has her feeling this way.

      When I see someone stop in front of us, I turn to see a man not much older than Hartley. He’s tall but I still tower over him in both height and width. He has shaggy blond hair, brown eyes, and wears a cruel smirk.

      I recognize the vibe coming from him, he’s evil. In prison you learn to trust your gut, a vibe, the little things might save your life. He doesn’t even spare a glance in my direction.

      “I see My Hart has returned to the spotlight,” he says to her; her face doesn’t change and when she speaks there is a chill in her tone and venom dripping from her tongue.

      “I’m not your Hart, Lucas, I never was.”

      “Hmm.” He taps his chin in thought, “You were for a night, how’s my son doing anyways.” I feel her grip tighten on my arm just a little.

      “Last time I checked you didn’t have any children,” she says.

      “Maybe not legally, but biologically? Well that’s another story isn’t it Hartley? Motherhood is clearly treating you well, I mean you’ve always looked fantastic, but,” he stops biting his lower lip and looking her up and down making my own skin crawl, but Hartley doesn’t waver, “well the extra weight landed in all the right places didn’t it?”

      I want to send my fist through this fucker’s face, Brooks father. How could she have ever slept with someone like him?

      “I’ll be seeing you My Hart,” he says and roams his gaze over her body once more, clearly eye fucking her. He winks at her before turning to walk away through the crowd.

      “So that’s Brooks father?” I state, trying hard to mask the disgust in my tone, but failing.

      “No,” she says, her voice still cold as ice sending a chill down my spine.

      When she turns to me her eyes are vacant of any emotion. She’s a hollow shell of the women I know her to be. I cock my head to the side in confusion.

      “That’s my rapist.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24: Cedar Tree
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      “Do we have to go tonight? You know we can see the fireworks from The Point,” I complain to Sol.

      “You know this was the only event dad liked, and we promised to always go to it. For him,” Sol explains for the hundredth time on our way to the country club.

      “Yeah, I know,” I say, sighing and resting my head against the glass of my window.

      “They’re going to start in ten minutes, we don’t have to stay for very long at all, okay? Just to the end and we’re out, we’re here for him not them,” Sol says as he pulls into the reserved Montgomery parking spot at the country club.

      “Yeah okay,” I say and climb out of the car. “Can you go get seats, I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I tell him.

      “Yeah bring a drink back,” he says.

      “You’re driving,” I scold him, and he rolls his eyes.

      “One drink Hartley, or you can drive home, and I’ll get hammered.”

      “Nice try,” I say rolling my eyes at him.

      When we get to the patio we split off, Sol to go find our seats and me to the bathroom and then the bar. I should have started drinking earlier, then maybe this night would actually be bearable. But Sol is right, we’re here for dad.

      On my way to the bar from the bathroom, a door in the hallway opens and I feel hands grab me, pulling me inside. I’m slammed against the pool table in the middle of the room and the air is knocked from my lungs.

      “What the...” I start but when I look up, I see Lucas Chambers and two of his friends. I study each of their faces and see nothing but cold, empty, malice in their expressions.

      “My Hart, I was hoping you would show up,” Lucas says taking a step towards me.

      “Lucas, what are you doing?” I ask backing up, but I run into Jesse Frazier.

      “Hartley, I think I have given you enough time to come around, consider this your last chance.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “You’re mine and you know it, you belong to me. You’re a bitch for denying me what’s always been mine,” he growls stepping into my face.

      “And what’s that?” I spit back crossing my arms over my chest. But he reaches out and roughly cups my center, pushing me into the pool table.

      “Everything,” he grits out. I push him away, but Jesse grabs one of my arms and Michael grabs the other. I fight back as hard as I can, but it's no use. They turn me around and slam me face first into the pool table.

      “This pussy is mine Hartley, this ass is mine, this pretty mouth?” he asks as he leans into me, grabbing my jaw, “It’s mine too.”

      “Get off of me!” I yell, but when I hear the first firework of the night go off in the sky, I know it's too late. No one will hear me, no one is going to save me, and I don’t know how to save myself.

      I study Kasen’s face. I hadn’t intended on telling him anything at all, but the disgusted tone he had in his voice thinking I had willingly slept with Lucas pissed me off. I don’t want him thinking that was the type of man-child I was interested in.

      While Kasen may have spent the last three years in prison, I knew in my heart and soul he would never hurt Brooks or me. The same declaration could never be made for Lucas.

      I watched Kasen’s face morph from poorly masked disgust to pure rage. I can feel his blood boiling under the surface of his skin; see the violence in the way his jaw clamps tightly shut, and feel it in the hand he reaches out to squeeze my own that is wrapped around his arm. There is a fire blazing in his gaze, but his anger isn’t directed at me.

      I can see it in the way he turns to scan the crowd around us. I know he is looking for Lucas. And I also know I have to get him out of here. He deserves to hear my story. It’s past time I tell him everything. Maybe Sol was right after all, maybe I should’ve told him everything months ago.

      Just like he had told me his story.

      That might be the worst part of this whole situation, Kasen has told me everything about his life, down to the smallest detail, and every step along the way I have fought against giving him the same courtesy. I have been selfish, not wanting to lose him, but knowing I would if he knew the truth so I kept everything from him.

      He deserves so much better than how I have treated him, and the truth is the least I can give him.

      “Come on, let’s go for a walk,” I tell him gently, not asking before taking his hand and leading him to the large French doors.

      The doors open onto the back deck. I nod and give a small wave to a few people but keep walking down the stairs, not willing to stop for idle chit chat. The only person I want to talk to, the only person I want to be around, is Kasen.

      When we hit the grass I reach down to undo my heels, but Kasen stops me. Dropping down to his knee he takes my hands, placing them on his shoulders for balance. He reaches down undoing my heels and sliding them off my feet. When he stands, he has my heels in one hand and when I reached for them, he holds them back silently telling me he would carry them. I grab his free hand lacing our fingers together.

      I can feel eyes on us, the stuck up people that wouldn’t dare walk barefoot along fresh green grass. They watch us, their eyes trailing over Kasen, then over to me as I smile at him.

      Without my heels, I’m nearly a foot shorter than him, but even with them he still towered over me. But he never scares me. He never makes me fear what he would do.

      I don’t worry about being alone with him. I know he would never hurt me.

      We walk away from the mansion hand in hand. Away from everything I have always hated about the world I was born into.

      He never pushes me to speak. That’s just one of the things I adore about him, there is never pressure with him.

      “Lucas and I grew up together, in this world,” I say waving my hand around to motion at the extravagant mansion behind us.

      “Parents here tend to push their children towards potential partners from a young age. It’s never about what the kids want, it’s about what relationship or arrangement could be mutually beneficial to both families. It’s like a glorified arranged marriage but without them legally being able to enforce it. Most kids we grew up with never had any issues with the pairings. Most of them remain married for their whole lives, and sleep with who they actually want to be with on the side. They’re too concerned about losing their trust funds to disobey their parents for love.”

      “But our father never cared much for that. He always wanted Sol and I to be happy, no matter who we were with. He would like you,” I say and look over at Kasen, his face is stoic but I see the doubt in his eyes.

      “He would. I’m sad you were never able to meet him. You’re a good man Kasen. I knew it from the moment we met, I knew you were good. Just like from the moment I met Lucas I knew he wasn’t. Even as a child I never felt comfortable around Lucas, basically he gave me bad vibes.” I sigh, turning to direct our path down to the river I know runs at the edge of this property.

      “As we got older, into our teens, Lucas became relentless in his pursuit of me. No matter how many times I showed or expressed disinterest in him or outright told him no, it’s like it only made him work harder. But not to impress me, or prove he really wanted me. I was more like the shiny toy at the store his parents wouldn’t buy for him. Not being able to have me only made him want me more. On principle. He threatened every guy we went to school with, telling them I belonged to him,” I say disgusted.

      I’m not an object to be owned, especially not by him.

      “A little over a year ago, I attended the Fourth of July BBQ celebration at the country club. By the way, I fucking hate the country club. Always have, but we have gone to the BBQ every year for as long as I can remember. And it’s one thing our father enjoyed, so Sol and I make it a point to always attend, as a way to honor him. It started off like every other year. Before the fireworks started, I left the seating area to go to the bathroom. Only I never made it back for the fireworks.”

      We make it to the edge of the water and I go to sit on the bank, not caring about my dress. Kasen sits, and motions for me to take a seat in his lap instead of the ground. I do.

      He wraps his arms around me and gently rests his head on my shoulder, pulling me back slightly so I’m pushed up against his broad chest. We’ve never sat like this and I like it. I want to be this close to him always, feeling warm in his embrace and protected. Like as long as I’m in his arms he would never let anything bad happen to me. Or to Brooks. We’d always be safe with him.

      “Before I could make my way back to the patio area I was grabbed and pulled into one of the small conference rooms. Lucas was there, and two of his friends. He told me that I was a bitch for denying him what was his for so long and that I no longer had a choice.” Kasen’s grip tightened around me slightly.

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “His friends each held one of my arms, they pushed me down face first onto the table. Lucas came behind me. I tried to kick him, then cross my feet to prevent him from getting my pants down, but in the end, it didn’t work.” I sigh and shrug my shoulders, feeling the defeat all over again.

      “His friends helped him rip my pants and underwear down, and he raped me. In the conference room, of the country club. While his friends held me down and laughed. High fiving each other that Lucas finally claimed me. While hundreds of people I’ve known most of my life enjoyed fireworks just a few yards away. Most of those people are here tonight.” I sigh and lean back into his embrace.

      “After they left me there, I put myself back together and left to find Sol. I told him I was ready to go home, that I had a headache. So, he took me home. I immediately got into my car and drove to the hospital a town over and had them do a rape kit. I didn’t report anything, but I wanted the evidence documented. I recorded my own statement and saved it.”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?” he asked, there isn’t judgment over my choice, he just wants to know.

      “I’m not sure how it is where you’re from but here? Rich white boys are kings, and girls that cry rape are whores who were asking for it. It’s basically the forties still. White male privilege is a thing, and it’s alive and well here.” I shrug, “I wasn’t sure I wanted to go through the Hell of what a rape trial would entail.”

      I feel Kasen’s arms tighten around me, pulling me closer to him. Either trying to comfort me or himself.

      “When I found out a few weeks later that I was pregnant, I decided I wanted the baby. I hadn’t taken the plan B they gave me in the hospital. I knew that even if I carried the child of a rapist, I would still want the baby, that the baby was innocent. And that if I did have a baby that would be my silver lining, not the storm cloud. So, I waited a few more weeks, long enough that an abortion would no longer be an option. I went to Lucas, but not just him, I arranged a sit down with his parents. I brought a copy of my rape kit, my recorded statement, and the pregnancy test results. Including the DNA testing that showed the same person that raped me was the father of the child.”

      “I gave them two options, option one; Lucas signs over all parental rights to me as soon as the child was born, and he would never have any contact with the baby. Or two; I turn over all evidence to the police and drag them through a very long, very messy, very public trial. At that point, I didn’t care what people would say. I didn’t care whose side they would take. I’d do anything to protect my baby from that monster. Thankfully none of them wanted to deal with a baby or a trial. We agreed and I went about my life.”

      “What do you tell people about Brooks? Does Sol know the truth now?” he asks.

      “Sol knows everything. I told him about the rape before I knew I was pregnant. I couldn’t keep it from him. People talked a lot during my pregnancy. I had no boyfriend at the time, so they speculated. I’ve never named Lucas as his father, he’s not even on the birth certificate, I just left it blank. When I got sick of the rumor mill going on, I spread the rumor that I got pregnant on my summer trip. It seemed easier than dealing with the truth, and once people were all sharing the same story, I became old news quicker.” I shrug.

      “Sol still wants to pound in Lucas’ face, but I told him if he started anything it would just ramp up the rumors. So, he controls his temper for me. And I will ask that you do the same,” I say.

      “I’m not sure if I can do that Hart, that fucker,” he growls, “he deserves to be in prison. He needs to have someone make him into their bitch. But instead, he walks around here free as a fucking bird, and gets to torment you whenever he sees you? It’s not okay, Hart, not at all!”

      I turn in his lap so we’re face to face and wrap my arms around his neck as his hands settle on my hips and look into his eyes. I hold his fierce gaze for a minute.

      “Kasen, you would never hurt me, right?” I whisper, and he jerks back like my words were a literal slap to his face. His gaze burns me from the inside out.

      “Fuck no, never.”

      “And you would never hurt Brooks, right?” He narrows his eyes at me.

      “I would give my life to protect his, I’d never hurt him,” he says squeezing my hips slightly to emphasize his point.

      “Going after Lucas now would hurt us both, so I’m asking you to please just let it go. In the end, he would win, and I would lose you. And that would hurt me more than he ever has or ever can. He’s already done his worst and tried to break me. He failed then. I’m not broken but losing you would break me,” I whisper and rest my forehead against his. His eyes flutter shut and he takes a deep breath, slowly exhaling.

      “Okay, for you there’s nothing I wouldn’t do”

      I smile, “I know.”

      He reaches up and gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, keeping his palm pressed softly against my cheek. I lean into his hand, needing to feel him close to me. I want him, I want him to be mine. But he’s too good for me, he deserves more than me. But still I can’t help myself, not here, not tonight.

      By this river, sitting in his lap while he holds me close to him comforting me… not after sharing so much with me, of me.

      “Kasen?” I whisper his name, and he holds my gaze.

      “Yes, My Hart?” he asks, and I feel the fire licking against my skin, melting away the ice Lucas caused.

      My Hart.

      My Heart.

      Oh, how I want nothing more than to be truly his. To be one hundred percent his. His Hart, only his for the rest of time.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      I ask because I never want to take his choices away from him like mine were once ripped away from me. His hands tighten on my hips, and his gaze burns with a different fire than that in the Gala’s main hall.

      “Yes,” he whispers.

      I lean forward softly brushing my lips against his, not quite a kiss. I wait for a heartbeat, giving him a chance to change his mind. When he doesn’t, I press my mouth to his and feel a wildfire spread across my skin.

      He kisses me back and for a moment we just sit there, me in his lap, lips pressed together with the sound of the slow-moving river at my back. I slowly move my mouth against his, and when I swipe my tongue against his lips silently asking for permission, he opens his mouth and I sweep my tongue inside. He picks me up slightly, and I move so I’m straddling his thighs.

      I run my nails across his scalp, softly tugging the ends of his hair. He groans into our kiss, digging his fingers into my hips.

      When we break apart, I rest my forehead against his, and sigh contently. We’re both panting softly, and I can feel how much he wants me, his erection is straining against his dress slacks, pushing into my thigh

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” I say, looking into his eyes.

      He pulls back from me slightly, reaching up to brush my hair back again, running his other hand gently up my bare spine.

      “Why did you want to kiss me?” he swallows, trying to find more words. “Was it because of what you shared? Cause you’re vulnerable right now or was it…”

      “Because I actually want you?” I ask finishing his thought.

      He nods and looks down at where I sit in his lap. He’s worried about my answer. I bring my hands around to cradle his face, gently asking him to look at me. When he does, I see fear and doubt in his eyes, and it breaks me.

      “I want you. I want you in my life, as my friend.” Hurt flashes across his face, but I’m not done, “I want a life with you in it always and I want you in my bed so much more. I’ve wanted that for a while, but you’re too good for me. I don’t deserve someone whose soul is as pure as yours.”

      He looks at me with a fierce determination.

      “It’s me who doesn’t deserve you, I’m not worthy of a heart like yours,” he says, and I wrap my arms around his neck and hug him close to me.

      “You want me?” I ask.

      “Since the first day I met you I wanted you, and I wanted Brooks,” he confesses quietly.

      “Take me home Kasen.”
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      “Take me home Kasen,” she whispers against my lips, and I strain to find my self-control.

      Sliding my hands down from her hips I rest my palms on her exposed thighs, running my thumbs in gentle circles. How is it even possible that this amazing woman could want someone like me?

      “I would love to take you home, but you know what I want more?” I ask.

      She tips her head to the side waiting for my answer.

      “To take you back up there and show you off. If I can’t beat Lucas half to death, can we at least torment him a little bit? Show him he doesn’t matter to you, that he doesn’t affect you. That he doesn’t affect us, or what we do. That he doesn’t get to dictate our actions.” A slow smile spreads across her face.

      “That sounds wonderful. Plus, they do serve pretty good food at these things,” she says laughing.

      I reach up and grab her hips gently, standing with her still pressed against me. She slowly slides down me until her bare feet touch the ground. I look down at her and take her in, she looks like a movie star.

      “How much did that dress cost?” I ask before I can stop myself. She looks down and smiles.

      “Sixty dollars, it was on sale. Not a name brand designer but I never cared to pay for a label. And my shoes were thirty dollars from Amazon,” she winks.

      I’m pretty sure I feel my eyes bug out of my head and she laughs at me. She’s amazing. Here, surrounded by people wearing outfits that cost thousands of dollars, and she looks like a goddess in an outfit that cost less than a hundred bucks. The suit Sol made me get cost more after the alterations they had to do to fit my shoulders.

      “I have nothing to prove to these people, my bank accounts are bigger than most of theirs, and they know it. The cost of my outfit has no standing against my net worth.” She shrugs, “And that’s really all they care about anyways.”

      I reach down for her hand, and she laces our fingers together. Bending down I retrieve her shoes then hold my other hand out to hers. She places her small hand in mine, and I raise it to place a small kiss on her knuckles.

      “Come on let's go show you off,” I say and bend down to place a quick kiss on her lips.

      “Is that okay?” I ask, “Is it okay if I kiss you?” Not knowing if she actually wants me to kiss her, not here anyways.

      She stops walking and tugs on my hand, so I stop and face her. Not because she’s actually strong enough to move me, but because I will always listen to what she wants and no matter how small the gesture, I never want her to question that.

      “Are you asking me what I think you are?” she glares at me and puts her free hand on her hip.

      “I just, I just don’t want to mess this up. Or do something you don’t want,” I say.

      “You mean you don’t know if I want you to kiss me, hold my hand, or generally touch me affectionately in front of the judgmental assholes back up there.” She nods her head towards the house.

      “I don’t want to embarrass you. Even just being here with me, Hart I very clearly do not belong here. I’m a convict, and it’s obvious,” I sigh, and she takes a step towards me, and wraps her small arms around me, pushing her body close to mine. I instinctively wrap my arms around her.

      “I don’t care what they think of me, or you, or us. But I want there to be an ‘us’ if you want that too. And I have no problem with who knows it.”

      I smile because she really doesn’t care about any of this high society bullshit.

      Bending down I kiss her lips and she fiercely kisses me back, standing up on the tips of her toes. I lift her off the ground and haul her into me. She wraps her legs around my waist as I hold her close to me. When we break apart, she slides down to the ground again and smiles at me.

      “Come on let's go eat,” she says, smiling and trying not to giggle as I adjust myself in my pants. This woman is going to be the death of me.

      The walk back up to the house goes by quickly, and I’m dreading going back into this mess of the rich and famous. Hartley squeezes my hand when we reach the deck. I drop to one knee in front of my girl. As she rests her hands on my shoulders and I help her back into her heels, I feel eyes watching us. I don’t imagine many of these rich assholes help their wives with their shoes. They’re too busy fucking their secretaries.

      When I stand, I’m still six inches taller than Hartley, she leans up on her tippy toes and presses a kiss to my lips, shocking the fuck out of me. When she pulls back, she whispers,

      “Thank you,” against my lips.

      I tuck her arm into my elbow, and we walk up the stairs. I keep my head held high because my girl isn’t embarrassed in the slightest to be with me. Not even here.

      I see an older couple approaching us as we make it to the top of the stairs.

      “Ms. Montgomery, darling, we have missed you so much!” the woman says and gives Hartley a hug.

      “Mrs. Hamilton, it’s so good to see you!” Hartley gushes.

      The man extends his hand to me, not an ounce of judgment on his face.

      “Archer Hamilton, and this is my wife Rebecca,” he says, as I shake his hand.

      “Kasen Kingston.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Kasen. Have you been taking care of our girl here?” he asks.

      “I do the best I can, but I don’t think Hart needs anyone to take care of her.” At that, he smiles, because he knows it’s true.

      My girl is a warrior.

      “Hartley my dear, you have yourself a fine young man here, don’t you?” he asks facing Hartley, she smiles.

      “I sure do Mr. Hamilton.”

      “Archer, you know I hate the formalities with you and Sol, you kids are family,” he says and hugs her. She steps back to my side.

      “How is that boy of yours Hartley?”

      “He’s doing wonderful Archer.” She looks up at me, “We couldn’t be happier.”

      Archer raises a brow at the way Hartley says ‘we.’

      “I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t realize. Are you, Brooks father?” he asks me, Rebecca slaps him across the chest.

      “Archer that is none of your business,” she chastises.

      I look down at Hartley, seeing what she will say, but she just smiles at me. Giving me the option to tell them whatever I want to. My heart swells in my chest, she wants me. I squeeze her hip lightly before turning to the couple with a smile on my face.

      “He’s mine.”

      It might have taken me longer than necessary to realize it but being his father doesn’t mean he’s biologically or even legally mine, it just means that I’ll always be here for him, and for Hartley. And as long as she will have me, I’ll be here.

      The Hamilton’s don’t poke or prod, they don’t ask questions, they just beam bright smiles at Hartley and me. The way Mrs. Hamilton looks at us I know she realizes I’m not Brooks’ biological father, but she doesn’t care about that.

      Instead, she sees the way I look at Hartley, and the way I claim Brooks as my own even if he’s not. Those are the things that truly matter.

      I hear a small bell sounding and look around confused.

      “Oh good, they’re finally serving dinner, I’m starving,” Archer says.

      Taking his wife’s hand, they lace their fingers together.

      “Hartley darling, where are you sitting?” Rebecca asks.

      “You know we haven’t even had time to look over the arrangements, I know we’re with Sol so we should go find him,” she says.

      “Okay, but after dinner young lady you owe me a dance,” Archer says playfully.

      I like these people.

      “Don’t I always save you a dance?” Hartley says.

      Archer smiles, tipping his head to me and leads his wife inside.

      “Come on let's go find Sol.” She laces our fingers together and hugs my arm to her side, not wanting much space between us and I’m totally okay with that.

      We walk inside and like before everyone turns to stare at us. But unlike last time I don’t give a fuck what they think of me. I’ve got my girl, and now she really is mine.

      I spot Sol on the other side of the room scanning the crowd. When he sees me, he nods his head, points to a table, and holds up five fingers.

      “Uh, Hart? I see Sol, he pointed at one of the tables and held up five fingers, that mean anything to you?” I ask.

      She laughs a little.

      “I knew you would come in handy, normally I end up standing on a chair to find Sol, but you’re so damn tall there’s no need.” She looks at me smiling, “Come on he says we’re at table five.” She leads the way, slipping around the people making their way to various tables, but never once letting go of my hand.

      “What would you do if you were at table fifteen, or a higher number?” I ask laughing.

      “The hand signals get complicated after that, but Hart has been known to just stand on a chair and yell into the crowd. She can be quite embarrassing at times,” Sol says as he comes up beside me sighing loudly. But I know he loves his sister and her crazy I-don’t-give-a-fuck-antics.

      We make it to our table before the others that will be seated with us do. I pull out a chair for Hartley and take the seat to her left. Sol is seated to her right with his date at his right. Hartley grabs the dinner course menu in front of her and starts to read it over. I drape my arm along the back of her chair and rest my hand on her shoulder.

      “You have to be fucking kidding me.” I hear Sol mutter. Hartley looks over at him, but his eyes are locked on the other side of the table.

      “Look, if it isn’t the happy family.” I hear Lucas say from across the table.

      I tear my eyes away from Hartley to glare at him. Hartley turns her gaze to him, but instead of the ice queen she was before she barely even pays him any attention. Instead, she turns to me with the menu in her hand and points at the catering company listed at the bottom.

      “They have the best lobster bisque. I’m glad they’re catering the main course, you’re going to love it,” she says.

      Sol whips his head around to look at his sister, trying to gauge her reaction. But I just smile at her.

      “That sounds good My Hart,” I tell her and kiss her forehead.

      From the corner of my eye I see Lucas glaring at us, he knows he’s losing whatever control he thought he had over her. He takes his seat, not pulling his date’s chair out as another young couple also sit to join us.

      Hartley rests her hand on my thigh and leans into my shoulder slightly. I gently squeeze her shoulder, letting her know I’m here for her. Sitting here with him is hard for her, but she won’t show it. Not to him and not to Sol, but I’ll give her my strength, as much as she needs; she can have it all.

      “Aren’t you Hartley and Sol Montgomery?” the girl in the couple we’ve yet to meet asks.

      Hartley looks up and smiles pleasantly at her.

      “Yes, we are.”

      The girl beams at Hartley.

      “Oh, I adore your store! Last summer I signed up for some of your wilderness classes, they were amazing. I didn’t think I would like camping very much but turns out being in nature is so freeing. I even took your beginner rock climbing class a few weeks ago, and I’m hooked!” she exclaims. Hart and Sol share a knowing smile.

      “We’re glad to hear you’ve found a new love of nature, what courses have you taken?” Sol asks.

      “I think I’ve taken at least all your beginner courses. I didn’t love everything, but rock climbing is my new thing. I’ve already signed up for as many courses and trips as I could. Will you guys be teaching anything coming up?” she asks hopefully.

      “Actually, we’re set to do an overnight hike in six weeks, we’ll be hiking part of PCT,” Hartley says.

      She’s been planning and training for this hike for weeks and making me train too. I finally figured out that breathing mask in the barn is to train your lungs to hike in higher elevation spots where the air is thinner. We’ll be taking a small group, over six days along the Pacific Crest Trail. And she’s going to do the near impossible, take Brooks. Like I said, she’s a goddamn warrior.

      “Oh, I’m not sure I’m ready for an overnight,” the girl says a little deflated.

      “Well how about you come into the store on Monday and we can go over some things about the hike, and you can decide if you want to come? You can always arrange a pick up from a closer location. You don’t have to complete all six days with us, as long as you make arrangements for someone to get you,” Hartley tells her, and her face brightens again.

      “Okay! I would love that,” she says.

      I hold Hartley’s hand under the table, gently squeezing it to let her know she did a good thing just now. Not that she needs me to tell her. The thing about Hartley is she doesn’t even think about the good things she does. She doesn’t analyze what she could get from someone, she just does good things because she’s good. So, every once in a while, I like to make sure she truly knows what her actions mean to those around her.

      Lucas and his date are silent for most of the dinner, he glares at Hartley as she talks with everyone but him. Hart even tries to talk to his date, but he put a stop to that. After we finish eating, a band starts up and people start heading for the dance floor. I feel a tap on my shoulder and look up to find Archer Hamilton.

      “Son, would you mind if I steal away this lovely young lady for a dance?” he asks me.

      “Not at all, Sir,” I tell him and remove my arm from Hartley.

      “Archer please, if you’re Hartley’s family, then you’re my family too,” he says and reaches a hand out for Hartley. She slips her hand in his and stands.

      “Archer, how are the boats doing?” Lucas says attempting to interject himself into our talk. Archer’s face hardens and he glares at Lucas.

      “That’s Mr. Hamilton to you boy,” he says in a stern tone I haven’t heard from him.

      Until this point, I had made the mistake in assuming he was friendly and kind to everyone, clearly, I was wrong. He doesn’t like Lucas, and I can’t blame him. Without saying anything else he turns to lead Hartley to the dance floor. I watch as she smiles and they laugh. He spins her around the dance floor, even dipping her.

      “Come on Lucas, you’ve barely said two words to me tonight, the least you can do is dance with me,” his date whines.

      “No, go dance with someone else,” he tells her while glaring at me.

      She huffs but gets up anyways, grumbling to herself about rich douchebags. Sol and his date are already on the dance floor, and the other couple left as well, leaving just Lucas and me. He fixes me with a glare, and I let my lips show a cocky smile. Not only am I taller, bigger, and meaner than he is, I spent the last three years in prison.

      I can hold my own, and I’m guessing he’s never once fought with his fists. Hell, he needed two of his friends to hold down my girl while he raped her. My jaw ticks and I fist my hands under the table. I would like nothing more than to beat him to death. But for Hart, I will remain calm, at least on the outside.

      “So, she could have had me; money, pedigree, and a future. But instead, she picked you?” he says, disgust evident in his tone. “Some low life thug that comes from nothing? What could you possibly give her that I can’t?” he asks.

      I hear it in his words, his tone, he’s actually offended that Hartley would pick me over him. I imagine no matter who she wanted, if it wasn’t him, he would be pissed.

      But me? No money. No pedigree. Covered in tattoos. Fresh out of prison. Oh, I bet that stings his ego. And he just fed me all the ammunition I need. I continue to smile at him.

      “I can give her everything she wants, which is everything you could never give her,” I shrug. He balks at that.

      “Look at you, what could you possibly give her?”

      I sit back in my chair, casually drape my arm over Hartley’s empty seat and watch her glide across the dance floor, now with Sol.

      “What you fail to realize Lucas, is that Hartley Montgomery doesn’t need anything you have. She has her own money; I’m guessing more than you. She has a home she loves; that your entitled ass wouldn’t step foot in. She owns a successful business. And she already has status. So, what could you give her?” I turn to look at him.

      “From what I’ve seen here tonight the only thing you could do for her is bring her down, ‘cause these people?” I motion to the crowded room, “They love her, they tolerate you. You can do nothing for her,” I shrug, and I see his face reddening. I’ve got him.

      Prison teaches you many things; how to read people, how to defend yourself, and fight. But most importantly, prison teaches you how to play and win mind games.

      “I might not have money or pedigree. I don’t have a fancy last name; I’m covered in tattoos and I spent the last three years in prison.” I emphasize the word, so there is no mistaking where I came from, “But I can still give Hartley the life she wants.”

      Standing I make my way to the dance floor, I cut in and wrap Hartley in my arms. I’m not the best dancer, but a slow song comes on. Hartley steps close to me and I wrap my arms around her as we gently sway on the dance floor. I hope I never have to let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26: Hydrangea
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      When we pull up to the house, I’m exhausted and my breasts hurt. Nursing mamas get it. Kasen gets out and then opens my door for me like a perfect gentleman. He takes my hand and leads me up the front steps.

      I hear Brooks crying before we reach the door. I open it and see Martha swaying back and forth with a whaling Brooks in her arms, trying to give him a bottle of pumped milk. She turns to look at us as we walk through the door.

      “I’m so sorry Ms. Montgomery, he was taking the bottles earlier, but now he’s just fussing,” she explains.

      “No problem Martha I’ll take him,” I say and reach out my hands for him, he immediately starts rooting around my chest.

      “Kasen, will you grab Martha some money from the kitchen?” I ask, he nods and heads to the drawer where I keep small bills.

      I head for my room, dying to lay down. I quickly set Brooks on the bed and strip out of my dress and bra. I put on an extra-large t-shirt with the neckline cut out for easier nursing. Grabbing Brooks, I slide down into bed, happy to be home. Brooks latches on, and I feel immediate relief.

      Pulling the covers up over me slightly I close my eyes. After a while, I switch Brooks over to my other side. I’m almost asleep when I hear my door softly open. I peer over the covers to see Kasen in the doorway. He’s removed his suit and stands in a pair of light grey sweatpants, watching me.

      He’s now no stranger to seeing me nursing Brooks, but he never takes the opportunity to ogle my breast. Even now, after we’ve kissed and shared that we want to be together. He still watches just me.

      I motion for him to come over to me, and he does. He sits on the edge of my bed and looks at Brooks with love in his eyes. He reaches over and softly cups the back of Brooks' head. Then he looks at me and plants a kiss on my temple. I open up the covers inviting him to lay with me.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, and I just nod.

      I turn to my side. He slides in next to me, wrapping his arms around me and Brooks, and I feel so loved at this moment.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take Hartley long to fall asleep, after all, she was exhausted. I think these big events stress her out, they’re not her preferred form of social interaction. When I look over I see Brooks is asleep too, milk pouring from his mouth.

      Milk drunk, that’s what Hartley calls it. I smile cause I see the resemblance between him and a drunk dude after a bar crawl.

      Passed out and drooling.

      I slide out of bed and go around to Brooks side. I gently lift him up, carefully pull Hartley’s shirt up to cover her breast, and carry Brooks to his nursery. I change his diaper and get him into his little footie pajamas with foxes on them that says For Fox Sake. This kid has the best clothes.

      When he stirs a little bit, I sit with him in the rocking chair and rock him back to sleep. He doesn’t cry or fuss with me. When I first met Hartley, I didn’t realize how rare of a gift it was for Brooks to not fuss at me. The longer I’m around the more I see he isn’t the same with everyone.

      It makes my heart swell almost painfully in my chest to know that for whatever reason he is comfortable with me. I stand up, placing a kiss on his head before setting him in his crib. I make sure to check the monitor before leaving, turning on his little night light that projects the constellations onto the ceiling, lighting up the same ones that are painted.

      I make my way down the hall. I almost stop at my door, but decide Hartley wanted me with her earlier so it would be okay to go back there. At least hopefully the offer still stands.

      She’s right where I left her. I slide in behind her, wrap my arms around her, and softly haul her against my chest. She snores softly making me smile. I nuzzle my nose into her hair and fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up, it takes me a moment to realize where I am and that the noise is Brooks crying on the monitor. I look around but Hartley isn’t in bed. I hear the shower running and see that next to the monitor is a bottle of freshly pumped milk. It’s strange to go from never having held a baby, to having breast milk be a part of your daily life.

      I haul myself out of bed, and sleepily make my way to the nursery.

      “Good morning little buddy,” I say softly as I open his door, and almost immediately he stops crying after hearing my voice.

      “Are you hungry? Your mama left some fresh milk out, why don’t we get that for you?”

      First, I set him on the changing table and get him ready for the day. Then I make my way back to Hartley’s room with him in my arms. I climb back in bed, grabbing the bottle and pop it in his mouth. He almost immediately spits out the silicone nipple, not wanting it. We go through this every time; he is stubborn like his mother.

      “Dude don’t be like that, your mom worked hard for this stuff,” I tell him.

      I swear he looks at me defiantly, well as defiantly as a baby can. But he accepts the bottle and eagerly sucks down the contents. I don’t even notice the water in the shower stop or Hartley emerging from the bathroom until she places a gentle hand on my shoulder. I look up to see her smiling at me. I move over so she can join us in bed.

      She climbs in next to me under the covers and snuggles up to my side.

      “You’re amazing you know that?” she says as she strokes the back of Brooks' head. I lean down and plant a kiss on her head.

      “No, that would be you.”

      A few silent moments pass and I look down to see Hartley asleep as Brooks finishes off his bottle.

      “Come on little buddy, let’s go make mommy coffee for when she wakes up. You know how she gets,” I whisper to Brooks and slide out of bed with him.

      I cover up Hartley. We don’t need to go into the store today, so I’m going to let her rest.

      An hour later, Brooks and I are lying on the couch, well I’m lying on the couch and he’s lying on my chest. We’re watching old Scooby-Doo cartoons when I hear Hartley’s door open and she makes her way down the hall.

      “You know, you keep letting me sleep while you disappear with my kid. You feed him, put him to bed, watch cartoons; if you’re not careful I’ll never let you leave me,” she says yawning.

      I hope she never lets me leave.

      “You know I can’t say that it would be much of a hardship to stay with you.” I smile.

      “Did you already eat?” she asks heading for the kitchen.

      I sit up and put Brooks on the carpet, dragging his box of toys over to him. He eagerly starts pulling things out and throwing them around the room.

      “Not yet. Brooks had one bottle this morning, and I made coffee,” I tell her as she’s got her head in the pantry rummaging around like a hungry bear. When she turns around, she holds up a few packs of different flavored bagels.

      “Bagels?” she asks, and I smile.

      Walking over to her I plant a kiss on the top of her head. While she puts the bagels in the toaster, I grab my phone and text Sol.

      KASEN: You busy tonight?

      SOL: Free as a bird what’s up?

      KASEN: Will you watch Brooks for the evening?

      SOL: Only if you tell me what’s up.

      KASEN: I want to take your sister on a date, a proper one.

      SOL: It’s about damn time! I’ll be over at 5 pm, you better give her the fucking world.

      KASEN: I intend to.

      I take a deep breath and let it out, gathering the strength to ask Hart on a real date.

      “Hartley?” I ask, and she turns from the fridge with cream cheese in her hand.

      “Yeah?”

      “Will you go on a date with me? Tonight?” I ask, nervous that she’ll say no but instead, she smiles.

      “I’d love to! I just have to ask Sol to babysit,” she says.

      “He’ll be here at five,” I tell her, and her smile gets even bigger.

      “Did you think of everything?”

      “Of course. Cause you deserve someone who thinks of everything,” I tell her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27: Wisteria Tree
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      Since Kasen wouldn’t tell me where we’re going tonight, I decided to go for a casual look; jeans, boots, and a tank top. I did curl my hair and put on makeup though. I doubt he will take me anywhere super fancy since that’s not him, and it’s not me either. I hear a knock at the front door; not sure who that could be, Sol is already here, and the ass doesn’t knock anyways.

      “Sol, can you get the door?” I yell from my room.

      “I’m busy!” he yells back, other than eating my food and watching my TV I don’t see what he could be busy doing.

      “Kasen, can you get it?”

      Silence.

      Fine, I guess I will get it, I’m ready anyways. I grab my red flannel from my bed and tie it around my waist as I make my way down the hall. Sol is sitting on the couch with Brooks flipping through the channels. Clearly very busy, I roll my eyes at him.

      When I open the front door, Kasen is standing on the other side with flowers, looking exceptionally handsome in dark denim jeans, and a black t-shirt that hugs every inch of his cut muscular frame.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      He smiles and hands me the flowers, wildflowers from the fields along the driveway. My favorite.

      “Picking you up for our date of course, are you ready?” he asks.

      “But you live here, why did you knock?” I ask.

      “Believe it or not My Hart, most people don’t live together before going on their first date, so I decided to pick you up properly,” he says.

      I yell at Sol that we’ll be back later and take Kasen’s outstretched hand. He leads me over to the passenger side of my Jeep and opens my door for me. I glare at him and he laughs.

      “Yes, I know. If I scratch your baby, you’ll cut me. Now get in.”

      We drive into town with Kasen holding my hand over the gear shift.

      “How hungry are you?” he asks, and I think for a minute.

      “I could eat, but I could also wait another hour or so, I’m not too hungry yet,” I tell him, and he nods.

      When he pulls into the go-cart track arena I smile. Of course, Kasen wouldn’t just take me to dinner, he would take me out for an activity that I will love. ‘Cause he knows me. ‘Cause he isn’t trying to impress me with money.

      “Oh, I’m so going to kick your ass,” I tell him before jumping out of the Jeep. He laughs and does the same, grabbing the keys.

      I take off towards the front door, but he quickly catches up to me with his long damn legs and wraps his arms around me, lifting me off the ground.

      “You sure about that?” he asks

      “Yes!” I yell as he pinches and tickles my sides before setting me back down on my feet and taking my hand.

      We go into the building and Kasen pays, refusing my money. I walk over to the go-karts lined up on the wall of the track. The teenager manning the track helps me into a blue go-kart, and Kasen picks a black and white one. When they ring the bell and open the little door to the track I lay my foot all the way on gas and take off.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hear Kasen laugh as I speed past him onto the track.

      We race around the indoor track for the next hour, laughing and smiling. We compete to see who can do the fastest lap. We race the teenagers that come in. Afterwards when our time is up, and my smile is so big my cheeks will be sore in the morning, he takes my hand and leads me out to the Jeep. He opens my door and helps me in. When he gets in the driver’s side, he grabs my hand again.

      Everything with Kasen is easy, it always has been. He was easy to trust; it’s been easy to be his friend. It was easy to help him with the parole board, and it’s been easy to live and work with him. I can see it’ll be just as easy to be an us because we have been an unofficial us for months now.

      We pull into the Burger Hut and I smile. Leaning over I give him a kiss on the cheek. We both order double bacon cheeseburgers with avocado, garlic fries, and milkshakes. We take our food to the outside tables and stuff our faces. He steals my fries and gives me some of his avocado from his burger.

      When we get home, Brooks is asleep, Sol gives me a kiss on the cheek and leaves instead of spending the night. Kasen and I kick off our shoes by the door, he goes to get us some waters while I set up a movie in the living room after checking in on Brooks. Kasen sits next to me and hauls me into his lap.

      “Believe it or not most first dates the guy leaves after dropping the girl off,” I tease him.

      “But I live here,” he pouts. “And we both know our situation isn’t normal,” he says and lightly kisses my lips.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him back. I move so I’m straddling him, and he runs his hands down my back, cupping my ass. We sit like that for a while, kissing and touching; exploring each other. He never pushes to go farther, but I want so much more. I feel like we’ve been having verbal foreplay for months.

      I reach for the hem of his shirt and he lifts his arms over his head so I can get it off. When I toss his to the side, I pull mine over my head. I look back at him and there is a lustful fire burning in his eyes, and I need him. I kiss him hard, showing him how much I need him. I gently move my hips, grinding against his hard dick. He pulls back briefly to look at me.

      “Tell me what you need My Hart.”

      “You,” I whisper. “Just you.” He grips my hips slightly.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, and I nod my head.

      He stands up with me in his arms and I wrap my legs around his waist, kissing him and pulling at his hair. He groans into our kiss and when we get to my room, he gently lowers me to the bed without breaking our lips apart or untangling my legs from his waist.

      He settles between my legs, kissing me deeply and grinding his dick into my center, causing me to moan into his mouth. God, he feels so good. With Kasen there’s no rush, he isn’t in a hurry, he worships my body like he has all the time in the world to be here.

      He gently slides his hand down my body and traces his fingers along the top of my pants. When his hand lands on the button of my jeans he pauses, silently asking for permission.

      “Please,” I whispers as I buck my hips up against him, and he undoes my button. I reach for his belt, undoing it and then his pants as he undoes mine. I push his jeans down as he pulls mine over my hips. I lift my hips to help him slide my jeans off. Once they’re gone, he removes his and settles back between my legs, going back to kissing me.

      He moves his kisses down my neck, along my collar bone, and between the valley of my breasts. Moving lower, he kisses along my hip bones and fingers the top of my lacy panties. I don’t stop him as he dips his head lower, finding just how ready I am for him. He moans and licks my core over my panties. He pulls my panties to the side and licks up my slit, making me moan.

      Quickly, he removes the last layer between us, I lift my hips to help him. Once they’re discarded, he settles his face between my legs. Flattening his tongue and he licks my slit, then sucks my clit, gently nipping. He slowly adds a finger, then another inside me, and curves them to hit just the right spot inside me while he sucks my core.

      He pulls my legs over his shoulders to give him better access to my heat and doesn’t let up when my moans become embarrassingly loud, he lifts his head up smiling at me. His lips are wet with my arousal.

      “Might want to keep it down My Hart, unless you want little man to wake up and cut this short.” He smiles and I groan, dropping my head back onto my pillow and covering my face with my arm.

      He dips his head back between my legs and relentlessly licks, sucks, and bites until I feel a fire spreading all over my body. I grab a pillow and cover my face as I moan. My orgasm hits me like a freight train, my thighs shake, and my back arches off the bed. Kasen puts a hand across my stomach to hold me still while he licks up every bit of my arousal.

      I feel him climb up my body, I toss the pillow aside and push his boxers down, freeing his massive erection. I take him in my hand and stroke him. He lets out a low moan when I run my thumb over the tip of his swollen head, tracing a drop of precum. I lift my thumb to my mouth and suck it clean as he watches me, and fire blazes in his eyes.

      Leaning down he takes my mouth in his, I taste myself in his kiss. I line his cock up with my entrance, and he pulls back.

      “Are you sure?”

      Instead of words, I buck my hips up, taking just barely the tip of his cock into my body. “Fuck me Kasen,” I whisper.

      And he does. He pushes inside me, balls deep. He stills, waiting just a moment so my body can stretch to his size. When I wiggle my hips encouraging him to move, he does, slowly at first. I grab his head and pull him down to kiss him. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I encourage him to go harder, faster, deeper. I need all of him.

      It doesn’t take long for my second orgasm to start to build. When I start breathing hard Kasen reaches between us and presses his thumb against my swollen clit, putting just the right amount of pressure mixed with slow circles, and my body falls apart when my orgasm crashes into me like a wave in the ocean. I come apart on his cock and he presses a kiss to my lips to absorb my moans.

      I rake my fingernails roughly down his back causing him to start pumping into me more erratically, chasing his own release, and when he comes he whispers My Hart like my name is both a curse and a prayer.

      His damnation as well as his salvation.

      He collapses on top of me but holds himself up on his forearms so he doesn’t crush my chest. We’re both panting and sated. He kisses my lips gently, then slowly pulls out of me. He goes into the bathroom and I hear water running, he comes out with a warm wet washcloth and presses it gently between my thighs, cleaning me up.

      After tossing the washcloth into the hamper, he lays down next to me, wraps me in his arms, and presses a gentle kiss to my hair. “My Hart,” he whispers just as the monitor goes off with Brooks’ cries. We both laugh lightly.

      “Perfect timing,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28: Elm Tree

          

          Hartley
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      I feel someone nudging me awake as they softly whisper my name, stroking my hair.

      “My Hart, time to get up love. Little man needs you.” I hear in a deep gravelly voice, Kasen.

      I slowly peel my eyes back and see him standing at my side of the bed, gloriously shirtless in loose sweatpants and holding Brooks. I pull myself to a sitting position, so Kasen can place a hungry Brooks in my arms. He reaches across me to grab another pillow to prop behind my head. He places a kiss on my forehead, puts a gentle hand on Brooks' head, and whispers just about the sexiest thing ever.

      “I’ll make the coffee.”

      It’s been one bliss filled week since the gala, a week of kisses with Kasen. Sleeping with Kasen. Late movie nights and watching him care for Brooks as if he was his own flesh and blood. Every time I catch him rocking him to sleep, changing a diaper, or him just sitting with me while I nurse, my heart swells.

      Everyone always talks about what they want in a man; money, nice cars, fancy dinners, roses, whatever. I just want Kasen. He is kind and gentle; fiercely loyal and protective.

      I get out of bed and pull on one of Kasen’s t-shirts. It’s far too big and the hem stops at my mid-thigh. Wrapping a milk drunk Brooks in a blanket, we pad out to the living room. I place Brooks in his cradle in the corner, and when I turn around Kasen is standing in front of me holding two coffee mugs. He hands one to me, and I take a sip. Perfection. He grabs my free hand and leads me to the couch.

      We sit silently for a few moments just enjoying the peace, the comfort, and each other.

      “Sol asked me if I would help him pack the medical kits for the PCT hike this morning. He wants to double check the inventory,” Kasen says.

      “Okay, when are you leaving?” I ask.

      “I was going to head out to meet him in about an hour or so.”

      “Would you mind dropping Brooks off with Martha? I was going to do some hiking out back today,” I say.

      “I don’t like you going alone,” he says squeezing my shoulder. I lean into him hugging his side.

      “I’ve been solo hiking since I was 14, I can handle my literal back yard,” I tell him leaning up to kiss his lips. He sighs.

      “Fine, I’ll drop him off. Do you want me to pick him up on my way back?”

      “That would be great.” I smile, hopping up to pack Brooks bag for the day and get a light slap on the ass when I pass Kasen.

      So naturally, I turn around and slide back down into his lap, straddling his thighs.

      “When did you say you were leaving again?” I whisper against his ear and trail kisses down his neck, lightly biting at his shoulder.

      He runs his large hands up my thighs, under the hem of his t-shirt I’m wearing, and cups my ass, pulling me closer to him.

      “Have I told you how sexy you are in my clothes?” he growls, spreading his hot breath across my skin.

      I feel his erection straining against his sweatpants and I slowly swirl my hips, earning a small nip at my neck. I run my hands down his bare chest and stop to trail my fingers gently across the skin just above the waistband of his pants. He bucks his hips up into me, causing me to softly moan.

      He kisses me, gently sweeping his tongue across my lips. I part my mouth and welcome him. His fingers move slowly across my panties till he reaches the front. He dips his hand under the lace and when he finds how wet I am for him he groans against my mouth.

      I reach my hand inside his pants, pushing the waistband down. He raises his hips enough for me to pull his hard dick out. As he gently pushes two fingers inside me, I stroke his dick in my hand. I push my hips into his hand, needing more of him. Raising up on my knees I move his dick to my heat, he pulls my panties aside and I sink down onto his hard length.

      He moves his hands to my hips and slowly starts to rock my hips, pulling me up and down and rotating my hips against his pelvis so my clit rubs just the right spot.

      Our movements are slow, there’s no hurry, as though we have all the time in the world to just be together. I feel the heat like a wildfire spreading across my skin, Kasen feels it too. He reaches between us, pressing his thumb to my clit with just the right amount of pressure, mixed with a circular motion and I’m done. I fall apart on him, he kisses me to capture the moans that I’m unable to hold back.

      As I’m still coming down off my Kasen induced high, he flips me over onto my back and quickly moves inside me. I trail my fingernails down his back as he pushes inside me, chasing his own release.

      “My Hart,” he whispers against my lips as he comes.

      He collapses on top of me but places most of his weight on his forearms. I hug him close to me, wrapping my arms and legs around him. I kiss his shoulder. His chest. His biceps. His neck. Slowly he pulls out of me, placing a kiss to my lips, then my nose, then my forehead.

      “I lo...” he stops, panic on his face over what he almost said.

      “We should get ready,” I whisper, “while Brooks is still asleep.” He nods, sitting up and arranging his dick back in his pants. He then holds out his hand to help me up.

      I don’t bring up what he almost said, and neither does he. Technically, we’ve been together for a week but it feels like we have been together since the accident, and that was six months ago. If he would have finished that sentence there isn’t a doubt in my mind that I wouldn’t have hesitated to say it back to him.

      There isn’t a doubt in my mind that I love him. But him holding back tells me he still doubts his feelings for me. And I won’t lie, that fucking wrenches my heart.

      I arrange Brooks bag and set out a fresh outfit for him. I call Martha and make sure it’s still okay for Brooks to be dropped off. It is. I tell her Kasen will be bringing him by and picking him up. She adores Kasen, tells me every time we talk about how wonderful he is. That he is a wonderful father, even before we were a ‘we.’

      Even after I explained he wasn’t Brooks father, she would tell me that was nonsense, that being a parent wasn’t determined by blood, but by love.

      Kasen is silent for the rest of the morning. He takes Brooks’ bag out to the car while I get Brooks ready and throw some extra milk in the cooler. I bring him and the cooler to the car. Kasen takes the cooler and I buckle Brooks in, telling him to be good for Mrs. Martha. Kasen leans down and kisses me, telling me to have a good hike and to let him know once I’m back home. He gets in the car and I watch as they drive away.

      I head back in the house to get ready for my hike, seeing as how I never changed out of Kasen’s t-shirt and failed to put pants on. That’s the great thing about living in the woods, you don’t have to wear pants in your front yard if you don’t want to. Just as I’m about to put my pack on and head out back towards the trail I hear a knock at the front door.

      When I open it, I’m not expecting Lucas to be standing on my front porch.

      “Morning Hart, lovely weather we’re having isn’t it?” he asks.

      “What are you doing here Lucas?” I ask, stepping out on the porch and closing the door behind me.

      “Well at first I was going to come here and talk to you. Offer you the opportunity to come back to me, where you belong. The boy too,” he says as if Brooks is an optional accessory.

      He doesn’t even know his own child’s name. My blood turns to ice, a thunderstorm of rage beating in my heart. How dare he come here.

      “But then I saw that felon leaving with my son,” he spits.

      “You don’t legally have a child Lucas, and you’re trespassing so you can leave now. We have a contract and you’re breaking it. Don’t make me break my end of the bargain as well,” I say.

      “You know dear Hart I wish you would, then I could go after my parental rights. And who do you think would win that battle? You’re shacking up with a convicted felon, someone charged with murder. And me? Well, I’m an upstanding member of this community,” he says with a wicked grin.

      “No, you’re a rapist,” I spit, venom in my words.

      “It’s your word versus mine, and I can think of at least two witnesses that would testify that a rape never happened. That you wanted it. That you begged for it.”

      I’m frozen to my spot, that’s exactly what I’ve always feared. That I have no witnesses on my side. That his friends would say whatever he wanted them to say, and that all of my proof, would just serve to corroborate his story. Even our contract could be used against me. They could twist it, saying that I claimed I would report a false allegation. He could potentially take my son from me.

      “Get. Off. My. Property,” I grit out between clenched teeth.

      Instead of leaving he reaches out to grab me by the arm, squeezing so hard he’ll leave a mark for sure. He pulls me into him, breathing on me. I turn my face away from him, but he uses his other hand to roughly grab my jaw forcing me to look back at him.

      “Or my dear Hart,” he spits out my name like it leaves a bad taste in his mouth, “I could just take you again right here. After all, you’ve always been mine. I could take back what belongs to me. What you have willingly given to some thug. You think you’re too good for me Hartley? You parade him around town, in your store, at events where he doesn’t belong. And you spread your fucking legs for him too, I can smell him on you.” He lets go of my face to reach down and roughly cup my core, a threat that he can do whatever he wants to me.

      Instead of backing down and quivering to him, I plant my arms on his chest and push him back as hard as I can. He stumbles slightly, more from shock than my actual force, I try to move to the door as fast as I can, but he recovers too quickly.

      Grabbing my arm again he swings me around and my face collides with his fist. Searing pain spreads across my cheekbone, and bright white light blasts behind my eyes. I taste blood on my tongue. I fall to the porch as another blast of pain hits in my stomach, a kick. Just like Lucas to kick someone once they’re already down, like the coward he is.

      I brace myself waiting for another blow, I curl into a ball trying to protect what I can, but I hear footsteps walking away from me. When I open my eyes I see Lucas getting into his car, but I don’t dare move until I can no longer see his tail lights.

      I manage to pull myself up from the porch. My head is cloudy and my vision blurs, but I manage to stumble inside and lock the door behind me. I slump down with my back to the door and cry.

      Not from the pain, but fear. What if Brooks had been here, I couldn’t have protected him. Sometimes I wonder if staying here was a mistake; if I should have packed up and gotten out after he attacked me the first time.

      After a while, I manage to pull myself up off the floor and go to the kitchen for an ice pack. I find my phone by my pack at the back door. Today could have gone differently. What if I had just managed to leave 5 minutes earlier? Would this have happened? Would he have left or gone looking for me in the woods?

      If we were alone in the woods would he have done more? Too many questions without answers. Too many ‘what ifs’ play in my head.

      When I open my phone there are several texts from Kasen and Sol.

      KASEN: Brooks is with Martha, both are happy as can be.

      BROSKI: Tell Kase to get his ass here.

      BROSKI: Never mind he just walked in.

      KASEN: How’s the hike?

      KASEN: I called Martha and she said Brooks is doing well, so I’m going to stay and help Sol with a few other things for the trip.

      I set my phone down on the coffee table and get up to go into the bathroom. Checking my face I see the bruise already starting to form. I lift up the sleeve of my shirt and see the bruise of his hand. And last the hem of my shirt. I touch two fingers to the dark purple bruise on my side and wince.

      I can breathe fine, so I suspect he didn’t crack any ribs. Picking up my phone and noting the time, Kasen wouldn’t expect me back from hiking for at least another hour. Possibly more, but I’m not sure when he’ll be back. I decide to dial the sheriff’s office.

      “Crystal county sheriff,” the lady on the other line says in a calming voice.

      “Hello, I would like to speak to a deputy if one is available,” I say.

      “Is this an emergency?”

      “No ma’am I just have a few questions, I can call back another time if they’re busy,” I tell her.

      “Not at all honey, hold one moment please,” she says and clicks on the operator music, it isn’t long before the line picks up again.

      “Deputy Davis, how can I help you?” a kind, older sounding man answer.

      “Hello Deputy Davis, I have a few questions”

      “Okay, can I get your name miss?” I bite my lip, reopening the cut and tasting blood again.

      “I would rather not give my name yet if that’s okay?” I ask.

      “Alright, are you in trouble miss?” he asks, his tone getting a slight edge now.

      “No, not at the moment, I can speak freely if that’s what you mean.”

      “Yes. Okay, very well, go on then. You don’t need to leave your name.”

      “If I filed a report, but wasn’t sure I wanted to press charges yet, would you be required to press charges, regardless of what I wanted?” I asked.

      “That would depend on what the report is for,” he says.

      “A rape from a little over a year ago, and a more recent violent assault,” I say plainly, and I hear him suck in a breath.

      “Well do you want me to be honest with you?” he asks gently.

      “Yes please, give it to me straight.”

      “I’m unsure what we could do about a rape that happened so long ago. Legally, you can still file a report and press charges and we can investigate or arrest the person responsible if they’re a known party. However, I won’t promise a conviction, or even it going to trial,” he says softly.

      “I have a copy of the rape kit done at the hospital the night of the assault. My recorded statement also from that night. And a copy of the DNA test proving the father of my child was my rapist. Does any of that help?” I hear him suck in a shocked breath.

      “Yes all of that would help very much, may I ask why you have waited to pursue a report?”

      “I’m still considering a report, there are other circumstances at play here, it isn’t simple. And I’ve waited because I wasn’t sure I wanted to pursue charges, I’m still not. But I’ve watched enough Law & Order to have a general idea of what might better my chances at a later date,” I say.

      “Fair enough, and the more recent assault. Was this… another sexual assault?” he asks.

      “No, I was hit, grabbed, and kicked. By the same man that raped me before,” I reply emotionless.

      “We can file a report and you can refuse to press charges at this time, but the evidence would remain on file in the report for if and when you do decide to press charges. But I would highly recommend pressing them, along with filing charges for the rape. This is becoming a pattern for this person, he may start to escalate his level of violence against you,” he says.

      “Okay, do I need to come into the station?” I ask.

      “No, we can come to you,” he says. I give him my name and address… and wait.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take Deputy Davis long to show up. I’m surprised he came himself, rather than sending someone else. I already dug out my file from the rape to give to them, including the rape kit results, my statement burned to a DVD, and Brooks DNA test.

      I also added a copy of our contract stating I wouldn’t press charges if Lucas gave up his parental rights. I want to make it crystal clear what our situation is. I want brutal honesty of the chances of Lucas going free on both counts, as well as his chances of being able to gain custody, even partial custody of Brooks. That is something I will never risk.

      Brooks is and always will be my main concern, if there is even a two percent chance of Lucas being able to get to Brooks, it isn’t worth pressing charges on either count.

      I sit in the living room and talk to Deputy Davis while the other officer, Deputy McKinney, takes pictures of my bruises from different angles, and uses a tape measure to show the sizes.

      When we finish everything up for both reports, Deputy Davis tries to get me to press charges one last time. When I refuse again, he asks me to get a lawyer to look over our contract and get advice on it.

      When they leave, I grab my phone to text back Kasen, but I don’t want to lie and say I just got back from my hike. That would be pointless anyways, as I would have no explanation for the bruises. But I also don’t want to tell him what happened yet.

      So, in the end, I do nothing. I set my phone back down and ice my face some more to try to prevent swelling. I decide to lay down on the couch and promptly fall asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29: Hawthorn Tree

          

          Kasen
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      Do you ever just get this twist in your gut that something isn’t right? An urge to call someone? To just pick up the phone so you can hear their voice, and know they’re okay? That’s the feeling I’ve had since I left Hartley this morning. I didn’t even make it halfway to Martha’s before wanting to turn the car around to check on her.

      I almost told her this morning that I love her, and I do. I feel that warmth inside my chest when I think of her and Brooks, and I think that feeling is clouding the judgment in my head. I’m going against my gut instinct that is telling me she needs me because I’m too goddamn worried about crowding her space. Of taking away the sense of freedom that she clings to.

      I don’t want to overstep my bounds, but I just know in my gut that she isn’t okay. She never texted me when she got back from her hike, and that is just one more reason I have an urge to hear her voice. It’s so unlike her to not keep in touch, she knows how much both Sol and I worry about her.

      When I can’t stand it anymore I leave Sol to go pick up Brooks and go home.

      Home.

      The word is unknown to me, I haven’t had a home in such a long time, long before prison. When I think about ‘home’ I don’t see the house, I just see Hartley and Brooks. They’re my home. Where ever they are, that’s where I belong.

      I almost said those three little words, the ones you can never take back. But I panicked at the thought of her not feeling the same about me. I didn’t want her to feel like I was pressuring her or rushing her. We’ve only been a ‘we’ for a week, but it seems like she’s always been in my heart. That even before we met she was mine, and all I had to do was find her.

      Shaking my head clear of thoughts of Hartley, the good and the bad, I climb out of the car. Making my way up the walkway, I knock on Martha’s door. When she opens it a smiling Brooks is in her arms.

      “Oh, here you go son, let me just grab his bag. He’s had 4 bottles since you dropped him off, hungry growing boy that he is,” she says smiling and retreats inside the house to get his things.

      “Are you hungry little man? Are you trying to grow up big and strong like dad?” I ask and grab his arm to make little muscles before I realize I just referred to myself as ‘dad.’

      “Dada,” he says and reaches up to my face, pulling on the day-old growth, and I feel a sting of tears pricking the back of my eyes.

      “Dada, Dada.”

      Martha comes out and smiles when she hears him but doesn’t say anything. She just hands me his bag, tells me she will see us soon, and closes the door.

      I walk to the car and buckle in Brooks. We drive home with him saying dada on repeat almost the whole way until he finally falls asleep in his seat.

      When we pull up to the house, everything seems just a little too quiet. A little too still. I sigh before scrubbing my hand over my face, its nothing. I’m getting myself worked up over nothing.

      And anyways I have good news to share with Hartley, at least I hope she’ll think it's good. If I can get him to say it again in front of her, I just know she’s going to melt. Gently I unbuckle him from his seat and lift him into my arms. Slinging his bag over my shoulder I slowly walk up to the house, making sure I don’t jostle him around too much so that way he stays asleep.

      Inside everything is quiet. I don’t call out to Hartley since I don’t want to wake Brooks. I scan the living room for signs of life before walking Brooks down to the nursery, placing him in his crib.

      I make sure to pull the cooler out of his diaper bag but leave the bag by the changing table. Hartley likes to go through it and restock anything. It's all these little details about her, about Brooks, that I love.

      The fact that she likes to mentally check off everything in his diaper bag so she’s never not prepared. She treats his bags as carefully as she treats her hiking packs.

      The fact that she meal preps for the week but still wakes up early enough to be able to do everything in the morning if she wanted to. How she does everything she can do to give her employees the time off they request, even if it means she works more over time.

      How she gushes over Ava any time she comes into the store. And that Ace is practically her unofficial brother.

      I bring the cooler back into the kitchen and put the thawed milk back in the fridge. Walking into the living room I see a sleeping Hartley on the couch.

      I take a moment to scan around the room and see her hiking pack by the back door. Strange, she never leaves it there? I see her hiking boots kicked under the coffee table, another item out of place, and the twisting in my gut wrenches again.

      Hartley is a lot of things, disorganized is not one of them. Slowly I walk over to the other side of the couch and sit on the coffee table, taking a moment to study Hartley. She shifts slightly on the couch and when she turns her face, I see the edge of a dark purple bruise. It takes more effort than I care to admit to contain the deep growl about to burst from my chest.

      I reach over and gently pull down the blanket she’s covered up with, and I see a bruise wrapped around her upper bicep in the distinct shape of a hand. Fury rages through my veins and it takes everything I have in me to attempt to stamp it down.

      Pulling down the blanket even more, I reach for the hem of her shirt, and as gently as I can I pull it up to reveal a black and blue bruise against her side.

      When I turn back to look at her face, her eyes are open, and she is silently watching me. I feel my blood boil. Fire rushes through me, and my heart is beating in my chest so hard it might very well break through my ribs. There is not a single moment in my mind that I can recall ever being this angry.

      This wasn’t some accident where she fell while hiking.

      “Where’s Brooks?” she asks.

      “Sleeping in his crib, what happened? Who the fuck did this to you?” I growl. I can’t contain my anger.

      Slowly she sits up on the couch, and I finally see the full extent of her bruised face and busted lip.

      “I was going to tell you,” she whispers as she looks down in her lap.

      “But you didn’t think whatever this was warranted an immediate phone call? Hart, I would have been here in an instant,” I tell her.

      I shake my head and move to sit by her on the couch. She snuggles into my side, and I wrap my arm around her, pulling her close. I know I need to calm down, she doesn’t need my anger. I’m not mad at her, well… I am. I’m mad that she didn’t call me. Or maybe I’m mad because she didn’t need me, or because she didn’t trust me enough to need me? I take a long, deep, slow breath and let it out.

      “Please tell me what happened. Was it someone on the trail?” I whisper.

      “I never made it to the trail.” She sighs. “After you left with Brooks, Lucas showed up here just before I was able to leave. He threatened me, made comments about you, about Brooks. When I tried to get away from him, he hit me, and kicked me,” she whispers.

      I tighten my grip around her waist. Not painfully tight, never enough to mark her. I would never mark her. But enough to let her know that I’m here. That I will always be here.

      “Did he…” I trail off trying to control my breathing before asking the question I’m not sure I want the answer to, but she answers before I have to say the words.

      “No, he didn’t,” she says, but if I’m being honest with myself, I’m not even sure she would tell me if he had.

      “Hart you need to call the police,” I tell her gently, I don’t want to push her, but maybe she needs a good push.

      “I already did. I filed reports for the rape and the assault today. I gave them the evidence from the rape. But…” she stops, and I kiss her head, silently asking her to keep going.

      “But I didn’t actually press charges yet,” she says, and I pull back a little to study her face.

      “What do you mean you filed a report but didn’t press charges?” I ask her.

      “They said I could file the report today so they would have it and take pictures of the bruises for evidence and such but that I don’t have to press charges. I told them about the contract from the rape, about him releasing his rights to Brooks. That I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk that. It’s not worth it Kasen, it’s just not,” she says shaking her head adamantly. “They suggested I contact a lawyer, someone to look over the contract and tell me legally what my options are. So, I’m going to do that before I consider pressing charges,” she declares.

      She looks at me with a fierce determination and fire in her eyes. I will not be able to get her to waver on this, but I can protect her from him. From now on I’m not leaving her or Brooks alone. Not ever.

      I haul her into my lap and hug her tightly to my chest. I bury my face in her hair, and breath her in. I might need to hold her to know she’s okay, more than she needs any comfort from me. Maybe that’s why she didn’t call. Not because she didn’t need me. Not because she doesn’t trust me. But because she knows something like this would hurt me as much as it hurts her, and in true Hartley fashion, she’s trying to shield everyone else from the pain before she fixes herself.

      “Do you want to hear something good?” I ask.

      “More than anything else, yes,” she says into my neck and she hugs me back.

      “Brooks called me ‘dada’ today when I picked him up from Martha’s and repeated it in the car till he fell asleep,” I tell her, and she whips her head up.

      I see tears in her eyes and worry I’ve upset her until a huge smile spreads across her face. She kisses me and then hugs my neck tightly.

      “That’s fantastic,” she says, squeezing me as hard as she can and I hug her back.

      “Yeah, little man almost made me cry. Almost,” I tell her as I feel her hot tears on my skin.

      “Yeah me too,” she laughs, “almost.”

      When she pulls back, she’s still smiling, happy tears streaming down her face. I reach up and brush them away with my thumb.

      “Yeah, almost huh?” She just leans back into me.

      After a few moments, I feel her breathing even out and she starts to softly snore. I laugh to myself but wrap my arms around her. I move so I’m laying down on my back with her pressed against my chest, sleeping on top of me. I lightly stroke her back.

      “I love you Hartley Rae Montgomery,” I whisper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30: Tulips

          

          Hartley
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      Today’s the day, the start of our six-day long group hike. I’ve probably checked everything at least thirty times while we wait for everyone to get here and check in. The tour bus company has already called to say the driver is running late.

      I stand in front of Wild Hart Outfitters as everyone begins to arrive and check in with Sol.

      “Hey, everything is going to be fine,” Kasen whispers as he wraps his arms around my waist, hauling me against his chest.

      Brooks is wrapped in the baby carrier asleep on my chest. Kasen runs a gentle hand along his head as I rest mine against his broad chest.

      “I just want everything to go perfectly,” I sigh.

      “Nothing is ever perfect My Hart, but we do the best we can and go with the flow okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’ll be right here the whole time,” he says kissing my shoulder. I turn my head and catch him before he pulls away, planting a kiss on his lips.

      “Then I can get through anything,” I whisper.
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        * * *

      

      You ever have those moments where you feel like everything is right in your soul? That’s what it's like watching Hartley pack Brooks through the wilderness, guiding a group of people, and teaching them various plants and survival skills along the way. The first two days went better then she had planned, and by the third morning, she was no longer concerned about how the rest of the hike would go.

      Watching her in her element is like magic, everything about her makes me want her more, makes me love her more. I get to hike holding her hand and kiss her whenever I want to. Like now.

      It’s early in the morning before the sun or anyone else is awake. Brooks has managed to sleep in every day. Apparently, Hartley isn’t the only one soothed by nature.

      “Morning Beautiful,” I whisper, wrapping my arms around Hartley’s waist and pulling her into me.

      “Good morning,” she giggles as she wiggles her ass against my morning wood. Good morning indeed.

      “You want something My Hart?” I ask her, nipping at her ear, trailing kisses down her neck, and pressing my dick into her ass.

      “Hmmm coffee?” she teases.

      “I can't interest you in anything else?” I whisper running my nose along her neck, stopping at the sensitive spot behind her ear.

      “Hmm, maybe one thing,” she says reaching behind her and sliding her hand down my sweatpants. She grips my dick in her hand before slowly stroking up and down.

      I run my hand up her bare thigh, pressing my thumb to her clit over her panties. She lets out a low moan and bucks her hips.

      “What do you want My Hart?” I whisper in her ear.

      “You,” she moans, pushing her ass into me.

      She drops her hold on me, turns around and presses her lips against mine, quickly wrapping her leg around me. I wrap my arms around her, pulling her against me as I nip her bottom lip. She reaches between us lining my dick up with her entrance, and I reach down to pull her panties aside before sliding inside her.

      She moans and I kiss her, covering her mouth and swallowing the sound so no one hears. Moving my hips, I thrust in and out of her, never breaking our kiss. She trails her nails down my back, moving her hips closer to me as I reach down and grab a handful of her ass.

      She throws her head back, causing her back to arch, and I feel her legs start to shake. She bites her bottom lip to keep from moaning when she comes. I kiss her neck, thrusting my hips faster, reaching between us and pressing my thumb to her clit, prolonging her orgasm. I come as her body stills, burying myself inside her.

      I kiss her lips and pull her close to me.

      “Now, where did we land on that coffee?” she asks, and I can't help but laugh.

      “I’ll get you your coffee,” I say rolling my eyes, but I kiss the end of her nose. At this moment everything feels perfect. Everything. I never want it to end.

      Brooks starts to stir awake, I sit up grabbing him and holding him close to my chest.

      “Dada,” he says and grabs my face, I kiss his head and pass him off to Hartley. “Be good for mama little dude,” I tell him.

      Getting out of our sleeping bag, I unzip the tent and head out to the area we set up for breakfast, primarily coffee. ‘Cause Hart still can't survive without coffee.

      “Hey, Kase.” I hear a voice call. When I turn around one of our hikers, Johan, is just getting out of his tent. This is his first hike and he was worried he wouldn’t be able to do all six days but he’s crushing it.

      Is it weird to say I'm proud of everyone for committing to this? In a way, I almost feel prideful in this group as if they’re my hikers, but I'm just here to support Hart and Brooks.

      “Hey Johan, how’d you sleep?” I ask.

      “Surprisingly well. I mean, the ground sucks, and it's not like I have someone warm to snuggle next to.” He winks, nodding his head back towards the tent I share with Hart and Brooks.

      “It does get cold at night,” I laugh softly.

      “Not for you I bet.” He laughs, grabbing some dry wood to get a small fire going. “All jokes aside you guys seem really happy, it’s nice. I hope I have something like that someday,” he says.

      “You will,” I tell him, grabbing the small pot to boil water in for the instant coffee. A few more people join us around the fire as they start to wake up.

      “Hey Kase, you think Hartley will be okay with starting the day a little later? I’m still beat,” Carly says as she grabs her camp cup to make herself some coffee.

      “I’m really not sure, you’ll have to ask her. I know we have a schedule that we have to keep. She might not want to start later in case the day's miles take us longer to get through.”

      “Can you talk to her? I know she would listen to you,” she implores me.

      “Yeah, I’m not getting in the middle of anything Carly. You want to start later, you ask her. She would probably do a group vote anyways.”

      “Fine.” She huffs a little, rolling her eyes as Hartley steps out of the tent with Brooks already ready for the day. He reaches his arms out as she walks closer and I take him from her.

      “Little dude, were you good?” I ask, giving him a stern look and he just reaches up, pulling on my hair.

      “Dada!” he says and laughs.

      Hartley tucks herself into my side, and I wrap my free arm around her.

      “Smile!” I hear Monica, our resident photographer, say before she snaps a picture of us. “Oh gosh that is perfect, Hartley you have to put this up in the store!” She turns the camera screen around to show us the picture.

      I didn’t manage to look at the camera, but that’s okay cause I’m staring at the best view in the world. My Hart, wrapped around me.

      “Can I get a copy of that?” Hart asks.

      “Of course,” Monica says.

      “Hartley, could we start a little later, maybe just an hour later than normal?” Carly asks. Hartley takes a moment to look around at the group.

      “If everyone else is okay with it sure, but I want camp breakdown started in thirty so we’re not wasting time,” she says, leaning into my side again.

      A chorus of agreement sounds around the camp as Hart takes a seat on a fallen log, looking a little green.

      “You good?” I ask, taking a knee next to her.

      She shrugs her shoulders, “Yeah just tired, it's been a long few days. And my stomach feels off, probably dehydrated.”

      “Okay well, then you need water before coffee,” I tell her and she nods reaching her hands out for Brooks. “Just relax I got him,” I say, kissing her on the lips before standing to get her some water. She spends so much time taking care of others that sometimes she forgets to take care of herself.

      I catch Monica sneaking a few more pictures of us, as well as the rest of the group. Monica is getting to hike in exchange for photos. Hartley wants to create a new brochure as well as posters and include pictures of this trip to the Wild Hart website.

      Hartley grabs her sketchbook from the tent, arranging herself on the small cliff just off the trail. I peek a few times and see that she is sketching the surrounding mountain ranges. She really is talented, and I can't wait to see what she does with the little sketches she has managed to do in the early morning or late at night after we get camp set up.

      She has paintings up in the hallway, and I hope she does a few more to add to the collection.

      As we’re starting to break down the camp I hear an ear piercing shot ring out through the canyon. When I look over at Hartley she’s set her sketchbook aside and is standing with her hands on her hips.

      “What was that?” Carly asks.

      “30.06, big game hunting rifle,” Hartley says turning to the group. “But nothing that big is in season here right now.”

      “Maybe someone is practicing,” Johan offers.

      “You don’t practice out here, you practice on a long-range course. Here you hunt,” she says sternly. “Or poach.”

      After that we quickly get the camp packed up, and Hartley makes a call on the satellite phone to the local Fish and Game Warden to let them know someone is likely poaching in the area. They decide to send someone out.

      As we’re heading down the trail, Hartley stops dead in her tracks, shushing us when the group starts to mumble. When I look up to where she has her gaze on the trail I see two small baby bear cubs and instinctively I step around Hartley and Brooks to shield them from view.

      “Where is the mother?” I ask.

      “They’re too little to be alone Kasen, the mom wouldn’t leave them in the open like this unprotected.”

      “The poacher?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” she grits out and I hear the click of Brooks pack being undone. Turning around I see Hartley setting the pack down and pulling out the satellite phone.

      “Warden Johnson? Yeah, it's Hartley Montgomery again, we have two baby bear cubs out on the trail and no sign of their mother…. About three miles from our previous location. North…. Yeah, we will…. Okay,” she says clicking the phone off and shoving it back into her bag.

      “He wants us to sit tight and update him on the cub's movements until he gets here. They’re going to call in a wildlife rescue, the cubs won't make it alone at this age,” she explains to the group and instructs everyone to head a mile back down the trail and sit tight. We won't be making our goal today.

      Hartley, Brooks, and I stay thirty feet from the cubs but keep them in our sights. We’re not supposed to approach them, feed them, or give them anything to drink. At this age they’re impressionable and getting too friendly with humans in this environment wouldn’t be good for them.

      I take Brooks from Hartley and she pulls out her sketchbook, taking the time while we’re waiting for the Game Warden to sketch the cubs. Taking a few pictures with her phone as well.

      “Ms. Montgomery?” I hear a deep voice call from down the trail.

      “Over here, Warden Johnson,” Hartley calls softly as to not spook the cubs. As she sets down her sketch pad, I see a large man in his early fifties with salt and pepper touching the temples of his dark brown hair approaching.

      “I appreciate you calling both these in, my guys found the poacher just south of here, and we have him in custody. As for these little guys, the Tahoe Wildlife Reserve will be out in no time to get them. You saved their lives,” he tells Hartley.

      She shrugs her shoulders like it’s no big deal, but I see the way she lights up to know she did a good thing. “Just doing the right thing, I know they’re too young to make it alone.”

      Not many people would have known to call in the poacher in the first place, the rest of the group were ready to write it off completely. But Hart knows better, and that’s why she’s the one guiding us on this hike in the first place.

      Getting to watch her interacting in this environment has been eye-opening. I'm going to make it a point to get her out here more often. Maybe not here specifically but in nature, its where she thrives, Brooks too.

      I’ve never seen myself as much of an outdoorsman, I know a thing or two but not nearly enough to survive. Hartley could probably live here without issue. I mean, she did hike this whole trail in four months, alone.

      I lean over and kiss her cheek, wrapping one arm around her middle and holding Brooks with my other. “You’re amazing Hartley Rae Montgomery,” I whisper.
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      I hear the alarm going off, and without opening my eyes I reach over attempting to find the button to silence it. Last night Hartley had insisted that we go into the store at regular opening time, she’s eager to begin planning the next guided overnight hike. This is what she lives for, the reason they have the store. But it wouldn’t kill her to take one day off, to go in a little late. After all, no one expects her back today at all.

      We could just stay in bed all day, or at least try to.

      The hike was highly successful; no injuries and everyone had a great time. We even managed to successfully pack Brooks for the whole hike, and he was a trouper. We had Sol on standby to meet us and take over guiding if at any point it was too much for Brooks or Hartley, but Brooks didn’t so much as cry for most of the trip. It seems that just like his mother, he belongs in the woods.

      Even though the hike was successful, and Hartley is eager to plan another and get the logistics worked out so we can start getting sign-ups, she was beyond exhausted when we got home last night. The last few days of the trip she wasn’t feeling very well either. So, if I can get her to sleep in a little longer I will.

      Looking over at the monitor I see Brooks still asleep in his crib. I’m sure the trip exhausted him too, I’m not sure how he managed it. I feel Hartley stirring next to me, and I look over at her. I smile when she opens her eyes.

      “Morning Beautiful,” I whisper and kiss her forehead.

      “Morning,” she says before getting this weird look on her face before jumping over me and sprinting out of the bed.

      “Hart?” I ask as she runs into the bathroom.

      When I hear her throwing up, I get out of bed just as fast as she did and run into the bathroom. Sitting on the side of the bathtub I hold her hair back while she empties her stomach. I run one hand softly up and down her spine.

      “It’s okay Hart, get it out.”

      She groans, closing the lid and flushing. I reach my hand out to her and help her stand up before I lift her so she can sit on the counter. Grabbing a washcloth, I wet it with warm water, and clean up her face.

      “You don’t have to do that, I can clean myself,” she says, and I roll my eyes.

      “I’m going to take care of my girl, whether she’s going to be stubborn about it or not,” I tell her planting a small kiss on the end of her nose.

      Then I fill a cup with cool water and hand it to her, she swishes some around her mouth before spitting it out then drinks the rest. When she sets it down, she puts a hand on her stomach and groans again. I wrap her in a soft hug and let her lean her forehead on my shoulder.

      “You’re resting today, there’s nothing at the store that can’t wait,” I tell her and feel her nodding in agreement.

      I pick her up off the sink and carry her back to bed. When I get her tucked in, I see Brooks starting to stir on the monitor. Hartley looks over at the monitor.

      “I’ll get him for you. Just rest,” I tell her and kiss her forehead.

      When I get to the nursery, I open the door and softly call out to my boy. My son. Mine.

      “Morning little man, hungry?” I ask as I lift him from his crib. I set him on the changing table, “Mama doesn’t feel good today, so you gotta be extra good, deal? We’re going to let her rest. It’s going to be you and me for most of the day okay?” I tell him.

      He laughs and kicks his feet. I lift him up, and we walk down the hall back to Hartley. She’s still awake but laying right where I left her, looking more miserable right now then she did last night after a week long hike.

      Lifting the blanket up I hand Brooks over to her. When he latches onto her breast, she lets out a slight hiss and grimaces like she’s in pain.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask her.

      She looks at me, a small frown showing on her lips,

      “Nothing, my nipples just hurt,” she says, and I cock my head to the side and look at her.

      “Uhh is that not normal?” I ask and she shrugs her shoulder.

      “I mean it hurt when he was born and started nursing but that went away after the first two weeks, it doesn’t usually hurt now.” I don’t know what to say, I have no way to help her.

      “I’m fine Kase, I just wasn’t expecting it.”

      “Okay, you sure?” I ask and she nods. “I’ll make you some tea and toast,” I tell her and lean down to gently kiss her forehead. She groans ‘cause she knows she isn’t getting coffee today.

      A sick and non-caffeinated Hartley is going to be interesting to deal with.

      I walk into the kitchen and get to work on making Hartley a light breakfast that she can hopefully keep down. Maybe she picked up a cold or virus on the hike. Definitely possible, I should have Sol contact the others and see if any of them are also feeling sick this morning.

      KASEN: Hey man Hart isn’t feeling well this morning so we’re not going to come in today.

      SOL: What does she have?

      KASEN: Not sure, seems like a stomach bug or something.

      SOL: Or something?

      KASEN: Yeah man I don’t know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hartley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I feel like I got hit by a truck, and the thought of food is making me want to throw up. But at the same time, I also probably wouldn’t say no to tortilla chips dipped in chocolate frosting. That shit sounds delicious right now.

      After the most painful nursing session ever, I get up and walk into the living room, laying Brooks on a blanket in the middle of the floor. I make my way to the kitchen. Kasen is making tea and toast for me. He’s also making eggs and bacon, I’m guessing not for me.

      I can’t help but scowl at his back. Just seeing him is making me angry, but I don’t know why. I feel like I’m mad at him, like I kind of want to punch him in his stupid pretty face. But I can’t remember him doing anything to piss me off.

      I walk over to the pantry and start digging around for chips and frosting, I don’t give a fuck if it's six thirty in the morning.

      “Are you feeling better My Hart?” Kasen asks from behind me, and I just turn my head and scowl at him, then go back to rummaging through the pantry like a hungry bear.

      “My Hart?” he asks softly.

      “What?” I snap, and he raises his eyebrows, taking a small step back. He puts his hands up like he’s surrendering.

      “Did I do something to upset you?” he asks softly.

      When I look at his face I see hurt, concern, and worry splash across his features, and I want to cry. I stand up and look at him, he must see that I’m on the verge of tears because he tentatively steps towards me and wraps me in a hug. When I let out a painful hiss at the contact of my sore nipples, he loosens his grip.

      “My Hart are you okay?” he whispers, and I can’t help the tears that fall.

      He picks me up and takes me into the living room to sit on the couch with me in his lap, my face is pressed to his shirt and I’m soaking it with my tears. Why am I fucking crying? Maybe it’s my period.

      Yeah, that has to be it, I get all kinds of crazy during my period. Especially after Brooks. Wait, when was my last period?

      I whip my head up and almost crack Kasen in the jaw.

      “Sorry!” I blurt out while I scramble off his lap and run into the kitchen where the calendar hangs on the wall.

      “Hartley! What is going on?” Kasen asks as he comes into the kitchen. I just stare at the calendar unable to move.

      My period is a week late.

      I’m exhausted. My stomach feels like it's full of acid. And my nipples hurt.

      I’m moody as fuck. And grumpy with Kasen for no reason.

      I want chips dipped in fucking chocolate.

      I think I’m pregnant.

      Oh god.

      I look over at Kasen and there is nothing but concern written on his face, he’s worried about me. What if I’m pregnant, and he doesn’t want me, doesn’t want us? What if he leaves? What if I lose him?

      “My Hart are you okay?” he asks, gently taking my hands in his.

      “I’m fine,” I say, reaching up to wipe away a stray tear burning its way down my cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper as he kisses my forehead.

      “There is no need to be sorry My Hart.”

      My own heart constricts in my chest like someone is squeezing it, I can’t lose him. He leads me over to the couch and I sit down. He wraps me in a blanket and goes to the kitchen to grab my tea and toast. Turning on cartoons for Brooks, he sits with me. Resting his large hand on my thigh, he rubs small comforting circles into my skin as I stare straight ahead at the TV, but not actually seeing anything.

      I set my cup and plate down and stand, Kasen looks up at me with concern. “I’m just going to call my doctor, see if she can come out for a house call. I don’t want you or Brooks to get whatever bug I have,” I lie and don’t wait for his response before I go into my room.

      HARTLEY: Can you make a house call?

      DR. BAKER: I have a clear schedule I can be out in 30 minutes. What’s the issue?

      HARTLEY: I might be pregnant.

      DR. BAKER: I’ll bring a test.

      I set my phone down and lay in my bed, willing myself not to think about losing Kasen. But I would let him go if he asked me to choose. I would always choose a baby first, but the thought of losing Kasen tears a hole in my chest.

      Looking at a child every day that was half his but not being able to have him too, that would be a greater torture then seeing Brooks, a child born from a tragedy.

      I wrap myself up in my comforter, in my bed that smells like the most delicious combination of Kasen and me, and I let silent tears spill down my cheeks and soak my pillow. My body shakes as waves of silent sobs break from my chest.

      Barely thirty minutes later I hear voices down the hall. Kasen’s deep rumble and Doctor Bakers soothing melody. Footsteps sound as they make their way towards the back bedrooms. There’s a soft knock on the bedroom door before Kasen’s deep voice rings out.

      “My Hart? The doctors here.”

      “She can come in,” I say back, my voice flat and emotionless even to my own ears.

      I hear Doctor Baker telling Kasen she has everything under control and that he can go back to watching Brooks. I’m thankful for her gentle nature and also realizing I might not want him here. She’s perceptive, it's just one of the things that makes her so good at her job.

      She comes over and sits on the edge of my bed as I stare blankly at the wall in front of me.

      “How would you feel if you were?” she asks quietly.

      The same thing she asked me when I called her to test me when I was pregnant with Brooks. That seems like a lifetime ago. But my answer will be the same.

      “Babies are a blessing no matter the circumstances that bring them to you. If I am, I’m keeping it,” I tell her.

      “Would that gentleman be the father?” she asks.

      She’s one of the only people that know the details of how Brooks came to be a part of this world. The real details, the truth. All of it.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Is he a good man? He seems wonderful, he’s doing a great job out there with Brooks,” she says. “Cares for him like he was his own. Does he know that story?” I look at her, finally removing my gaze from the wall.

      “He’s one of the best men I have ever met, he would be a wonderful father. And yes, he knows everything.”

      “Then tell me, child, why are you sad? Why are you in here instead of out there? Why does he think you have a cold or something?” she asks as I sigh deeply.

      “Because we have only been together for a few weeks, it's complicated. We met a few months ago, and he’s been living here for a while. But we only just got together. What if he thinks it’s too soon, I couldn’t even blame him. What if he doesn’t want his own kid? Yeah, he’s great with Brooks but what if he doesn’t want to be tied to me forever?”

      I stop to take a deep breath, willing my bottom lip to stop quivering and the tears not to fall. “What if he doesn’t want to be with me anymore?” I whisper.

      Doctor Baker wraps me in a hug and gently rubs circles down my back. A soothing, motherly gesture, one I’ve never received from my own mother.

      “Child, let's save the what ifs and just focus on this. Let’s take the test, you might not be, you know. You might be fretting for nothing,” she encourages gently, but I see the lie in her eyes. She doesn’t even believe her own words.

      She pulls out a test from her medical bag, and I go into the bathroom to pee on a stick for the second time in my life. Only this time I’m terrified of the answer. How can I be scared of the reality of a child born from love, when I was never worried about it while facing the reality of a child born from a tragedy?

      Two vibrant pink lines.

      Just like before.

      Yet different in almost every way.
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      Eventually, I’m going to need to leave this room, but I can't seem to pull myself out of bed. I have this overwhelming sense of terror that as soon as I tell Kasen I’m pregnant he won’t want me anymore. That he’ll leave or make me choose. He deserves to know, of course he does, but I just can't find the words to tell him. Or the will to get out of bed.

      I feel guilty for staying in here, I should be taking care of Brooks. He is my job, my number one priority. But something about knowing he is safe with Kasen makes me feel like I can hide for a little longer.

      The soft knock pulls me out of my own mental Hell, the one where I lose everything.

      “Hart?” Kasen calls, and I blink back tears before they can fall.

      “Yeah?” I manage to croak out.

      “Hey, I brought you something to eat,” he says walking over to me and setting a plate of crackers and a small bowl of soup on the side table. “The doctor said only light stuff,” he says, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      “Thank you,” I say, my voice cracking like glass breaking.

      “Are you feeling any better?” he asks, running the back of his hand over my forehead.

      “Not really.” It’s the truth, I feel like shit, but not just my stomach. It's my heart that feels the worst. My head is screwy, convincing my heart and soul that I'm going to lose the only person other than Brooks that I care about.

      Kasen.

      He’s worried about me that much is clear, but would he be this worried if he knew the truth? Would he even want a baby? We never talked about that. And how we met was never a fairytale, not one of those love at first sight story, we’ve never even managed to talk about a future together. Is that something he would even want, or am I just convenient?

      Nothing is easier to get access to then the girl across the hall.

      I shake my head, trying to clear my mind of all the thoughts plaguing me, of all the awful scenarios running through my head on a loop.

      Kasen being disappointed, upset, angry.

      Kasen walking out.

      Kasen leaving.

      “Maybe we should call the doctor, she might be able to give you something,” Kasen suggests, resting his hand over mine.

      “I’ll be fine, just need a few more days,” I say, forcing a small smile before rolling over and giving Kasen my back.

      He runs his hand up and down my spine trying to soothe me, but all it does is make the tears well up in my eyes.

      After a beat of silence, he stands up. “Rest, Hart, just yell if you need me,” he whispers, and I pinch my eyes closed, willing the tears not to fall.

      When I finally hear the small click of my bedroom door closing, I give up, losing the battle between the tears threatening to spill. I allow them to slip from my eyes and stain my pillowcase, just like every other night since I found out.

      They fall down my cheeks like razors slicing into my skin. Ripping me apart from the outside, draining me of anything positive I may manage to muster up. Nothing will ever be the same after this, nothing.
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      My girl isn’t herself and I can't help the pinching in my gut that tells me it's not because she’s sick. Everything about her is off, even in the past anytime she hasn’t felt good at any point she has still been herself. She's been cheerful, she’s tried. But now trying doesn’t even seem to be on her radar.

      I close her bedroom door and rest my head against it. The faintest sound of crying comes from inside, everything in me tells me to go in there and demand what is really going on. I want to help her; I want her to just let me hold her. I don’t mind the tears; they’ve never bothered me. What bothers me is not knowing the reason behind them.

      It doesn’t matter if it's just a bad day, just a bad moment, her remembering events from the past. It makes sense to be upset about that, and it doesn’t make me feel bad. I don’t think she gets upset because she isn’t happy with me. It’s just that she went through something traumatic and that kind of thing sticks with a person. I just wish she trusted me enough to know that I won’t ever think differently of her if she’s upset.

      Brooks crawls his way down the hallway, and it's enough to pull me out of my thoughts. Turning to him I walk down the hall, scooping him up on my way back to the living room.

      “Hey Little Dude, how about some lunch?” I ask him and he laughs.

      If I didn’t have him to take care of right now, to give me a piece of light back into my life, then I think I might be worse off than Hartley. Not being able to see her, hold her, kiss her, fall asleep with her wrapped in my arms, it hurts. I think more than she realizes it does.

      She’s become everything to me, a piece of my soul and my whole heart. She is the only thing in this world that I want, her and Brooks. As long as I have them, I’ll never need anything else. A beep sounds from my phone and I look to see that Sol is texting, asking for an update.

      SOL: Hey man how’s our girl doing?

      KASEN: Still doesn’t feel good, in bed.

      SOL: Has she gotten up at all?

      KASEN: No.

      SOL: Okay, let me know when she does, will you?

      KASEN: Of course.

      Setting my phone down, I put Brooks in his highchair in the kitchen and grab a jar of applesauce, and a bottle of milk. He greedily sucks down the milk and cleans his bowl of applesauce.

      “Mama,” he says and points towards the hallway. “Mama, Mama.”

      “I know Little Dude; I miss her too. But Mama doesn’t feel good, okay?”

      “Mama.” I sigh, I miss his mom just as much as he does. “Dada.”  He points to me and I can't hold back my smile.

      “Yeah, buddy I’m here,” I say, grabbing the wet rag and cleaning him up. I take him out of his straps and tear the highchair apart, rinsing it off before grabbing him and hoisting him into my arms.

      We walk into the living room and sit down on the couch with him snuggled in my lap. I turn on the TV and manage to find Scooby-Doo reruns, his favorite. As he watches the Great Dane, Scooby, run scared across the screen he laughs. And I can't help but smile, pulling him closer to me while he claps his hands.

      I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, that feeling of being watched. When I turn my head and look down the hallway, I spy the faintest glimpse of dark brown hair, before she disappears back into her room. Closing the door once more, shutting me out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32: Palm Tree

          

          Kasen
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      Hartley has been off for five straight days. Before the doctor left, she told me that Hartley would be okay, she just needed to rest. Hartley asked for her breast pump and has been holed up in her room for almost a week, not even emerging to nurse Brooks. She just pumps milk and I get it. I don’t mind taking care of the little guy, not even a little bit, but dude misses his mom.

      And so, do I.

      I’m in the kitchen making coffee on the sixth day of Hartley’s hibernation when she finally emerges from her bedroom.

      “Morning My Hart, feeling better?” I ask her, and she just shrugs.

      “I guess so.”

      I grab another coffee mug and go to pour her a cup,

      “I’m good Kase,” she says, and I look at her in shock, no coffee?

      “I would like to take a little trip, an overnighter. Just one night. Sol can watch Brooks; I want to show you something. It’s a bit of a drive, we’d have to leave early in the morning, and we wouldn’t get there till dark. But it would be fun. We could take the van,” she says while slathering cream cheese on a bagel.

      “Uh okay, that sounds good. When do you want to leave?” I ask.

      “Tomorrow morning, early. We can pack today and Sol can stay the night here, so we can leave early. There’s plenty of pumped milk in the freezer for Brooks.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for a trip like that so soon? You’ve been hibernating for almost a week, and before that, we were gone on a week-long hike.”

      I watch as she takes a bite of her bagel, makes a face at it like it personally wronged her and sets it back on the counter.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Plus, I already asked Sol, he’ll be over tonight for dinner. Will you watch Brooks? I’m going to go make sure the van is set up. It should have everything already; we should be able to just pack our food and personal items.”

      I agree to watch Brooks, and text Sol asking him if he thinks going on this trip is a good idea. He apparently thinks it’s a great idea, and he’s happy to come over and hang out with Brooks. Something doesn’t feel right about any of this, but I’m not sure what it is. It’s just one of those off feelings.
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        * * *

      

      I take Brooks out to the barn where Hartley is getting the van dialed in. I’ve seen it in here before but didn’t realize it’s like a mini house on wheels. There is a small kitchen area with a sink and storage for pots and pans, a small double burner stove, and a pull-out camp stove in the back for outdoor grilling. There’s even a pull-out awning on the side.

      It has a bed in the back, curtains, lots of storage, even vinyl floors that look like hardwood. The bed can transform into a couch with a table in the middle for eating, and a hose and water tank for an outdoor shower.

      “Did you do all this?” I ask Hartley, and she startles, not realizing I was here.

      “Yeah, I started it in high school. And I took it across the country after graduation,” she says.

      “I didn’t have all this stuff when I first started, it was pretty bare bones when I left here on my first trip. But I learned a lot on the move and kept stopping and adjusting, adding additions. I would stop at hardware stores, or home goods places. I brought my tools with me, and by the end of my trip, this is what I came home with. Dad and Sol were shocked to see all the changes I made while on the road.” She stops to look at the van, almost like she’s replaying a memory.

      “I think that’s the proudest my dad ever was of me. He was always proud of us, but I think he really was proud of who I was becoming at that moment. He didn’t care much for GPA, college placements, or country club bullshit. But you should have seen him telling all his stuffy old school friends-who still think the only place for a woman is in the kitchen-about his teenage daughter that went on a six-month trip across the country. Lived in a van, alone. Hiking, and backpacking, and jumping off waterfalls. About how I used tools to build the interior of the van, all by myself. The looks he got were priceless,” she laughs to herself.

      “I think every time he told someone something, he would add in more details, ‘did you know she ate at truck stops?’ The horror on their uptight faces, pretty sure dad lived for those moments.”

      She looks so happy thinking of her dad and her trip. I put my arm around her, and she leans into my side. God how I have missed holding her.

      “Where did you go on your trip?” I ask her, wanting to hear more things that make her smile like that.

      “I drove down the coast and into Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, Colorado, Arizona. I spent a week hiking The Grand Canyon, Arches Park, Bryce Canyon, Zyon, Needles. Over to Texas for a bit. I was in New Orleans during Mardi Gras. I got to go on a fishing boat in Maine and catch lobster. I was sort of all over the place. I tried to do as much as I could in the time I had. If I found a place I really loved I would stay a little longer, sometimes I was able to pick up a job in a restaurant, or on a fishing boat. I even did tours at some of the national parks so I could justify staying longer.”

      “You worked on your trip?” I ask. I guess I assumed she would have had money to pay for the expenses. She laughs a little.

      “Yeah, not because I had to. I mean, dad made sure I had way more money than I actually needed before I left, didn’t want me to break down somewhere and not be able to afford repairs on the van or something. But I wanted to work. I wanted to try to pay for most of my own way, and I did. If I hadn’t done so many upgrades to the van, I would have paid for that trip one hundred percent on my own,” she says, and I kiss the top of her head.

      “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met,” I tell her, and I mean that.

      Later that night after dinner Sol, Hartley, and Brooks hole up in her home office for an hour, while I go to the barn to work out. Hartley makes sure Sol has plenty of frozen milk for Brooks and packs her extra breast pump in the van, along with our clothes and food. We’re only going to be gone for about 24-hours, a short trip. Hartley hasn’t told me where we’re going or why.

      I get to spend the night holding My Hart in my arms again. I’ve missed being this close to her for the last few days. I never want to be apart from her like that again. Her being so close, yet not being able to have her was torture. Not something I ever want to have to repeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33: Green Roses

          

          Hartley
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      “You want to explain what the fuck is really going on with you?” Sol starts in as soon as the doors to my office close.

      “I don’t mind you taking time off, especially if you’re sick. But not once since we started Wild Hart have you taken more than two days off in a row, and you would still be working at home going over emails and shit. You don’t text me back, you don’t answer calls. I have Kasen updating me that you haven’t left your fucking room”

      “SOL!” I yell a little louder than I should, startling Brooks.

      “Sol just stop. I’m sorry okay? It’s just…” I pause and take a deep breath

      “I’m pregnant, okay. And that was a fucking bomb after coming back from the hike. I didn’t know how to deal, so I didn’t. Instead, I just hid out okay?” Sol finally takes a seat.

      “Have you told Kasen?” he asks quietly, and I just shake my head.

      “That’s why you’re going on this trip,” he states, he doesn’t have to ask.

      “You know he isn’t going to leave when you tell him, right? You get that this is it for him? You’re everything to him, Hart. Every-fucking-thing.” I bite my lip to hold back the stream of tears threatening to break through.

      “You don’t know that he won’t leave Sol. This is so sudden; I couldn’t even blame him if he didn’t want this.” Sol shakes his head.

      “Damn it, Hartley Rae, you are so fucking stubborn. You never want to ask for help. You never want to need anything. You never want someone to think they’re tied to you for any reason. I don’t know why you’re like this, but it's fucking bullshit and I’m done.”

      “What do you mean done? You can’t be done being my brother,” I say.

      “No Hart, I mean I’m done with your attitude about people. Yes, we have money, big whoop. Yes, we’re successful business owners, again big whoop. But you know what else we are?” I just stare at him.

      “We’re kind people. You have the biggest heart, you always take care of people, and never expect or want anything in return. You gave Ace a job when no one else would. You gave Brantley a Jeep and paid his moms utilities. You testified to the parole board for Kasen and gave him a job and a place to live. Money doesn’t make you anything except more of what you already are, and you Hartley Rae are good. Through and through. And people love you. Kasen loves you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34: White Roses

          

          Kasen
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      When the alarm goes off at three thirty in the morning we get up. I make the coffee which again Hartley doesn’t want. We load into the van at four on the dot, and Hartley and I gave a sleeping Brooks kisses. I drive first with Hartley punching an address into the built-in GPS system that looks like the middle of nowhere and we take off.

      When we switch, we’re about halfway through the sixteen-hour drive. Hartley says the drive is well worth the destination. But when we finally park it’s already dark and I can’t really see much of anything. There is a drop off just beyond where we parked and I can hear water running below us, but can’t see anything.

      Hartley makes us dinner in the van, and we sit at the table and eat together. I keep my eye on Hartley, the way she doesn’t put avocado on her burger. Or garlic over her baked fries.

      We drove in silence most of the way here just holding hands. It wasn’t that comfortable silence we have always had. It feels like there is a weight hanging in the air. Or a heavy fog, something ominous. There was no joking while making dinner, Hartley didn’t steal any of my food. In fact, she hardly touched her dinner. Everything just feels wrong.

      This whole trip feels wrong, like my Hartley isn’t even here with me. It’s like we came back from our hike and she hasn’t been herself since. I just can't figure out why, and I don’t know how to help her.

      I clean up our dinner dishes while Hartley turns the table into a bed. I watch as she pulls the pillows and blankets from the cabinet and makes the bed just as I hear rain start to fall outside. Hartley turns on the radio, and Rainin’ You by Brad Paisley plays softly through the speakers in the van.

      I turn down the lights and walk up behind Hartley. I’m much too tall for standing in here, but that just gives me an excuse to duck my head low. Wrapping my arms around Hartley, I gently pull her close to my chest.

      I rest my chin on her shoulder, and she leans back into me. This is the closest we’ve been for a week. I hold her close as we sway back and forth to the slow tune. Hartley rests her hands on mine and tilts her head to the side as I place soft kisses along her neck.

      She turns in my arms and places a soft kiss on my lips. She takes a step back towards the bed and pulls me along with her. I lay her down and settle my weight between her thighs, kissing her neck, and along her collar bones. She runs her hands down my chest and pulls the hem of my shirt up. I reach for her shirt, and she sits up slightly so I can pull it over her head, discarding it on the floor.

      She lays back down and I kiss her, sweeping my tongue over her mouth as she parts her lips for me. I run a hand down her body, grabbing her hips gently and pushing against her core. I can feel her heat even through the layers separating us. She reaches between us and runs her hand down the length of my cock, and I bite back a moan.

      Running my fingers along the top of her sweatpants, she bucks her hips up. I pull her pants off and lose mine before settling back between her legs. I start to kiss down her body, but she stops me.

      “I just want you right now Kasen,” she says grabbing my hard cock and placing me at her entrance. I cup her face with my hands and study her for a moment.

      “Hart are you okay? Are we okay?” I ask her.

      “Yes. I just need you, Kasen, please,” she says and raises her hips, taking in just the tip of my cock.

      I lean down and kiss her as I slowly sink into her. That’s how we spend the next hour, slowly kissing, and running our hands over each other’s bodies while I gently make love to her. That’s what it feels like, love between us.

      This isn’t sex, this isn’t fucking, this is what making love is. I never thought it would feel different, but there is no doubt what’s between us.

      When we finally stop, I hold My Hart in my arms. We fall asleep like that, naked with her close to me. I hope I never have to let her go; this is all I want.

      Hartley.

      Brooks.

      Us. Together. A family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35: Lily

          

          Kasen
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      When I wake up the back doors of the van are open and the sun is rising, painting the canyon with shades of red, orange, and yellow. Hartley is laying on her stomach, leaning on her elbows at the foot of the bed watching the sunrise.

      She’s wearing my t-shirt and nothing else. I reach out and run my hand up her calf, resting on the back of her thigh just under her perfect ass.

      She turns her head slightly and I smile at her, she doesn’t say anything, just looks back at the view. Sitting up I take a good look at where we are.

      We’re parked on top of a lookout with a large body of water below us, the cliffs around us are rocky, and covered in green grass. There’s a waterfall feeding into the stream below us on the other side of the canyon. The way the wind blows, I can smell the mix of fresh air, water, and green grass.

      “This is beautiful My Hart,” I tell her and lean down to kiss her shoulder.

      Still, she doesn’t say anything, just stares out at the view for several long moments.

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispers so low I almost miss the words. Sliding out of the back of the van I stand in front of her, so she has to look at me.

      “Come again?” I ask. She pulls herself up to sit cross legged on the bed so we’re almost eye to eye.

      “I’m pregnant,” she says again, and I just stare at her trying to wrap my head around what she’s telling me.

      Pregnant. Pregnant with my child.

      A baby. We’re going to have a baby.

      “How long?” I ask her, and she shrugs.

      “I don’t know for sure; it could have been any time since the Gala, but if I had to guess I’d say at between six and eight weeks.”

      “You weren’t sick,” I say, and it comes out a little harsher than I intend it to.

      It’s not a question, she wasn’t sick. She’s been pregnant and that was morning sickness. She has known for at least a week. It all makes sense.

      No coffee. Sore breasts. Moody as fuck. Not eating her favorite foods like avocados or garlic. She shakes her head no.

      “You have known for a week and you’re just now telling me?” I ask her, and she looks down.

      I turn around and walk to the edge of the cliff looking out at the view, at this place that is so clearly special to her. Why did she bring me here to tell me this? I turn back to look at her and she is watching me.

      “Why are we here Hartley?” I ask as my mind starts to slowly piece everything together.

      “Why did we take this trip, and last night. That feels an awful lot like a goodbye fuck,” I spit, more venom and ice coating my words then I should allow.

      At the time it felt like love, and now it feels almost tainted.

      “Because if you’re going to leave, I wanted one more good night with you, regardless of how selfish that is,” she says and when she looks up, she isn’t looking at me. She’s looking through me, towards the view, with unshed tears in her eyes that she stubbornly refuses to let fall. Still refusing to need me.

      Leave? Why the fuck would I leave?

      I march over to her and gently but firmly cup her face and force her to look at me.

      “Why the fuck would I leave if you’re having my child?” I ask. I need to know if she’s saying this cause it’s what she wants.

      “We haven’t been together for very long, we never talked about something like this. I don’t know if you would even want kids. This is moving up a timeline that I’m not even sure we had. I won’t get rid of the baby Kasen. I won’t choose, but I also won’t hold this over your head. I didn’t do this on purpose, my birth control failed. It happens. But I won’t make you stay. You’re welcome to leave if that’s what you want, I’ll be fine on my own,” she says and I shake my head, wanting to shake some sense into her own head.

      How can she think I’d ever leave?

      “I’m not leaving,” I tell her. She opens her mouth to argue, or to keep telling me I’m not trapped. I know that.

      “No, My Hart stop. I’m not leaving. No, we didn’t talk about this, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t what I want. I want you, and Brooks, and a family. With you. I never want to be without you. This last week when you were fucking hiding out because you were worried I’d leave. Worried about something that wasn’t even an issue. It was the worst week of my fucking life Hart. Worst. Fucking. Week. And I went through a trial where I was convicted for a murder I didn’t commit, but you being away from me? That was fucking worse. You and Brooks, and this new baby,” I say and rest one hand on her flat belly.

      “This is my whole world, and I’d be lost without it. Please don’t make me leave,” I say, resting my forehead against hers, pleading with my eyes. I don’t want to leave.

      “Please My Hart, don’t push me away. This is more than I ever dreamed possible in my life. And it’s what I want more than anything.” She kisses me.

      “I never want to be without you either. God Kasen, I was so fucking worried that I was going to lose you” she says and finally the tears start to fall, I wipe them away.

      “Hartley, I love you. I think I’ve known that for a while, but I was too scared to say it. Afraid you wouldn’t feel the same way. But maybe if I had told you sooner, you wouldn’t have been so worried about this. Maybe we haven’t known each other long, and we’ve officially been together for even less time. But Hartley, I fucking love you with everything I have in me. You are mine. You are My Hart.”

      Hartley moves back on the bed and pulls me closer to her. I plant a soft kiss on her lips and settle between her legs. She glides her hands down my chest and hooks her fingers in the waistband of my boxers, pulling them down while I kiss down her neck. She wraps her legs around my waist and pulls me closer.

      “I love you, Kasen,” she whispers against my lips, as I enter her.

      She lets out a soft moan, and I nip at her bottom lip as she runs her fingernails down my back, pulling me closer. I reach for the hem of my shirt she’s wearing and take it off. I move my hips in a circle while still deep inside her, and she moans again. Grabbing her hips, I pull her up while I pull out, and push deep inside her.

      “I love you, Hartley,” I whisper.

      I reach my hand between us, and rub her clit in circles, causing her to moan and wiggle her hips, silently asking for more.

      “Tell me what you want My Hart,” I tell her as she grips my forearms.

      “I want you to fuck me, Kasen,” she says.

      I smile, such a foul mouth. I love it. I lean down and kiss her before saying,

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Quickly, I pull out of her, flip her onto her stomach, wrap my arm around her waist, and bring her onto her knees with her ass in the air. I slide back into her, and we both moan. With one arm around her waist, I start rubbing circles around her clit, placing my other hand on her shoulder to keep her still while I fuck her just the way she likes.

      I feel her legs start to shake and I know she’s close, she pushes her ass back, asking for more. I speed up the pace of my thrusts and add more pressure to her clit. She comes, screaming my name, loudly. I chase my own release, moaning when I come and we collapse on the bed. Rolling onto my side, I pull her close to me.

      “Don’t keep anything else from me. You’re My Hart. Mine,” I tell her. She nods and wiggles closer to me.

      We stare out at the view around us, soaking in the scene and all that has happened in the last few months. I’m not sure where I would be today if not for her crashing into my life the moment she did. And I never want to find out what would become of me if I ever lost her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36: Black Roses

          

          Hartley
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      It’s been a long, wonderful week; I can’t believe I let myself get so worked up over this pregnancy. I should have known that Kasen wouldn’t walk away, that he feels the same way about me that I feel about him. I should have seen the way he looks at Brooks, the way he claims him as his own. How fiercely he protects both of us.

      I should have realized that Kasen is meant to be a father. I can’t go back and take away the time we lost from the moment I found out I was pregnant, but from here on out, I can do better. And I will.

      We had Brooks first birthday over the weekend, and it was perfect. Just a small dinner with Sol, Kasen, Ace and his wife Ava, and Martha. It couldn’t have been more perfect. We decided to wait a few more weeks before we tell anyone I’m pregnant, but I’m not worried in the least. Not as long as I have Kasen.

      “My Hart, it's late, we should head out. Little man is waiting for us,” Kasen says from the doorway.

      I look around at all the work I have left to do. I’ve been packing donation bags all day. These bags hold everything someone might need to survive in an emergency. We give them to people who live in areas that are in danger of suffering from a natural disaster, as well as families in third world countries. Just one of the many charities we run through Wild Hart.

      “I really want to finish these tonight. The truck will be here early in the morning, and I’d rather not have to get up an hour early to come in and finish,” I tell Kasen.

      “Then let me help.”

      “No, you’re right, we should get Brooks. Why don’t you go get him from Martha’s and take him home? I’ll be done in an hour or so, and I can just meet you back at the house.”

      “Are you sure? I can help you get these done quicker.”

      “I’m sure, I’ve got a system going here. And it’s getting late, I’d rather Brooks be home,” I tell him.

      “I would rather you be home; I can stay and get these done and you can get Brooks. Or we can go together, and I’ll get up early to finish these?”

      “Kasen you’re being ridiculous. I’ll be fine, and the longer you argue, the longer this will take me.” I shoot him a fake glare to which he just smiles.

      He comes over to me and gives me a hug, and a kiss, running his hand over my belly. He does that at least a few times every day, and I can see it in his eyes; he can’t wait for this baby to be born.

      He’s already moved into my room, and he’s started disassembling the furniture in the guest room to transform it into a nursery for the new baby. We decided we don’t want to find out the gender, and that we’ll just do gender neutral for the room just like Brooks’. Kasen has asked me to paint another mural for the new baby.

      After Kasen leaves and I get back to packing everything, the bags go by pretty quickly. When I’m finally done, I triple check everything and move them onto the pallets by the back-warehouse door. The truck driver will be here at six in the morning, but Sol said he’ll come in early to supervise the pickup.

      I turn off the lights to the storage room and go to pack up my office for the night. When I walk into the hallway that leads to the shop floor, I hear a loud bang.

      “Sol? Is that you? I thought you already went home?” I walk down the hall into the store. “Sol?” I call out but no one responds.

      Before I even know what’s happening someone grabs me and slams me face first into the wall. One arm is twisted hard behind my back and I yelp at the pain.

      “My Hart.”

      I suck in a shocked breath and try to keep from panicking. He wrenches my arm harder behind my back, and I squeeze my eyes shut to try to block out the pain. I can feel my bones and joints straining, trying to keep from breaking. As he presses his body into my back he pushes his dick against me.

      This cannot be happening.

      Again.

      “My Hart, I’ve missed you. Are you done fucking around with that convict? Ready to come back where you belong?” he asks as he pushes against me again and breaths on my neck.

      I feel him trail kisses down my neck and I try to keep from shivering in disgust.

      “Lucas, don’t do this,” I tell him, forcing my voice not to break.

      “Don’t do what Hart?” He pushes his hips against my ass. “This?” he asks and laughs softly.

      “I can do anything I want to you, Hartley, we’re all alone here. You should have left when your toy did.”

      “Please. Lucas. Don’t,” I say, blinking back my tears.

      “Begging gets you nowhere Hartley you should remember that. You’re mine. And I can use you however I want.”

      He turns me around and pushes my back against the wall, forcing his knee between my legs. He grabs both my wrists and pulls them above my head. Moving his other hand down over my breasts, he cups it roughly. Then he trails it down my stomach, I feel the bile rising up my throat.

      He reaches around and cups my ass, leaning close and pressing his body flush against mine. He runs his nose up my neck, I turn my head and will my tears not to fall, but he moves his hand to the button on my jeans and I panic. This cannot happen, not again.

      “I’m pregnant,” I blurt out.

      Lucas rears back as if I’ve physically slapped him. I see it when my words register, and anger morphs his calm exterior into a mask of rage. That was apparently not the right thing to say.

      “Fucking Whore!” he yells before the back of his hand smacks me across the face. At the same time, he drops his hold on my hands, and I tumble to the floor.

      “It wasn’t bad enough that you spread your fucking legs for him once, but you let him knock you up too!” he yells.

      I feel the punch hit the side of my face as a loud crack echoes down the empty hallway and pain explodes over my eye.

      I reach my hands up to block my face from another punch but the next one lands in the middle of my gut. My breath is forced out of me, and I gasp trying to pull in more air.

      “Lucas please don’t!” I yell and move my hands to cover my stomach.

      “I’ll take care of that for you,” he says before he lands a kick to my side.

      I curl into myself trying to make myself as small as possible and protect my stomach from his brutal beating. Doing whatever I can manage to protect my baby.

      I feel the sting and swelling in my face. The bruises are already starting to form on my sides, stomach, and back. He lands a few more hits to my face, and the hallway starts to spin.

      I feel blood running down my face. As I taste the iron pouring down my throat I cough, trying to expel the blood from my lungs.

      “You’re mine, Hartley! You were promised to me, and I will have you or I’ll take away everything you love before I ruin you,” Lucas seethes, it’s the last thing I register before everything goes dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End-ish

          

        

      

    

    
      You just finished Broken Hart, book one of The Hart Duet. If you loved Kasen and Hartley’s story, please take a moment to leave a review. As always stalk me in The Graveyard for the latest updates on your favorite characters. And be the first to get Wild Hart book two of The Hart Duet and see what happens to your favorite Montgomery family.
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        * * *

      

      As you might have noticed all of the chapter headings in Broken Hart were plant, flower, or tree names. Did you know that each of those named have a special meaning behind them? And if you look up the meanings you can get a small glimpse of that chapters vibes.

      Examples:

      Chapter 2: Yellow Rose

      Meaning: Warm feelings of friendship.

      In chapter 2 we started to see the first real glimpse of the future friendship Hartley and Kasen would develop.

      Chapter 10: Queen Ann’s Lace

      Meaning: Sanctuary

      In chapter 10 we saw Hartley’s first real breakdown, as well as her special place, her cliffs, her sanctuary.

      Chapter 36: Black Roses

      Meaning: death, mourning, new beginnings

      In chapter 36, well I think you can remember what that last chapter brought for us.
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        “Don’t worry Mark, next time I’ll throw rocks at them!”

      

        

      

      
        
        Mom, thank you for always acknowledging and encouraging my ‘overactive imagination’ and telling Mark imagination is okay!
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        Bestie K, there isn’t enough room here to say everything I could say, so here’s the thing, you are my shining fucking star babe. My Ride or die. Over a decade later and not once have we wavered. And this book wouldn’t be what it is had it not been for your obsessive gushing, and ego fluffing. Much appreciated.

        

      

      
        
        
        “It was Bo!”

        “The fuck it was!”
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      Alpha Wifey Katie, you my dear are more than just my cork board for pinning random ideas and my sounding board for all my crazy; you’re truly one of my best friends, and I am beyond thankful to have met you.

      
        
        “RYYYAAAANNN!”

        *He totally heard that right?

        

      

      ARCers, I appreciate you guys being willing to read this story, and for patiently awaiting book two.

      
        
        There are far too many of you amazing readers to name, just know I appreciate each of you.

        

      

      YOU, the reader, my Reapers. Without you I wouldn’t be able to do this, so just know that I am beyond thankful to have you here. Recently someone discribed my amazing readers, and I couldn’t pass up the chance to put that description here.

      
        
        The definition of a Reaper: A Group of Loyal Readers. A Cult like following of The Murder Queen.

        

      

      And last, but never least, the ladies of The Sexy Author Harem, for I truly do not know where I would be without you ladies.
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      Bo Reid is addicted to coffee, swearing, sarcasm, and true crime. She loves hiking, traveling, books, and pit bulls. A mom to one sarcastic little boy, and wife to the perfect book husband. She lives with her family in the mountains of California.

      
        
        Where to find Bo:

        www.Boreidauthor.com
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