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      Welcome to my childhood home, Pepperhill Kentucky, population: more cows than people. I drive my hometown, in middle of nowhere. It’s the kind of town where everyone knows everyone and their secrets. They all pray together in church on Sunday mornings and drink together at the bar on Saturday nights—at least that’s how it used to be before the bar closed. Not a damn thing has changed since I was seventeen-years-old and moved away with my mom to California. She decided she needed a new start and ripped me away from my school and friends and far away from my dad. The idea of sunny Southern California with the beautiful ocean, Hollywood stars, and endless opportunities was appealing, but it was also overwhelming. In Pepperhill I was the queen bee. Literally the homecoming queen. In this tiny little town my star shown the brightest. Here I was the sun and everything revolved around me. At least I thought it did. I might have been a little full of myself back then. I’d let my popularity get to my head. In reality, I was a lost teenager just like everyone else with insecurity issues and regrettable decisions.

      I pull my Honda into the parking lot of the run-down building. I remember when this side of town was bustling—as bustling as a one-horse town can be. It wasn’t any sort of metropolis, but there was a gas station, a small movie theater, car wash, fire department, and this place, the Osprey of Green Road. My dad’s bar. Now all of those businesses are closed.

      I’m looking around at all the vacant shops when a car comes out of nowhere, pulling out in front of me. I slam on my breaks to keep from hitting it and lay on my horn. A group of teenagers in the car sneer at me and the driver sticks his hand out the open window and gives me the middle finger before speeding off. And to think, I used to be just like them. Little shits. I shudder at the thought of it.

      I’m only twenty-five, so it wasn’t long ago since I was a teenager. Some days it feels like just yesterday, and other days it feels like a lifetime ago. Like now.

      I find a spot in front of the building, the same spot my dad always parked his old Ford blue and white two-toned farm truck. I can still remember the smell of gasoline as I rode in the passenger side on our way to the bar.

      Getting out of the car, I try to catch my breath. Between my close call with those teens and my anxiety of being back in Pepperhill, I’m finding it hard to keep my bearings.

      Even though I wasn’t technically allowed to be in the bar, my dad took me to work with him anyway. There were only two deputies in town and they were regulars at the Osprey and they didn’t seem to mind me being there. I would sit behind the bar, my feet dangling off a barstool above the sticky floor, and draw, or watch whatever sporting event was on TV, or just look up at my dad—who seemed like a giant, but was really only average height—make drinks and slide them across the bar. I loved this place, the smell of beer, the happy chatter of customers or the occasional sad story that my dad would listen to with the same rapt attention as a therapist. Oldies played on the jukebox and my dad would give me a handful of quarters to choose the songs I liked. My favorites were always his favorites, the same ones he would listen to in his truck on the ride to work. Anything by the Rolling Stones, Rush, or Styx.

      I take a deep breath and shake away the memories. My father is gone now. Grief washes over me in waves, but only for a moment before I push it away again.

      Walking up to the building, the paint peeling, the windows boarded up, I try to pull the door open. I peer through the narrow spaces of the boards, but it’s too dark to see anything inside. I know there’s a spare key somewhere in there because my dad was a creature of habit and he liked to keep things in their place. The building hasn’t been rented out or touched since his passing. It’s practically frozen in time. I don’t want to break the window, but I desperately want inside. I try to shove the door open. My ankle wobbles in my high heels and I fall to the ground, wincing when my butt hits the concrete. This is not working. Hoisting myself off the ground and brushing the pebbles off the back of my jeans, I grab my phone and look up the number for the only locksmith in town.

      He’s very friendly on the phone until I tell him my name and why I’m in town. Suddenly his tone changes and he tells me he can’t help me. I start to ask why, but he hangs up on me before I can get the words out. I hold my phone in front of my face, looking at it, confused, and wonder what the hell? I try to call back several times, but it just keeps ringing. What an asshole! That’s not the kind of hospitality one expects from a small town. What do I do now?

      I try calling around to other stores and ask who in the world might be able to help me, but they have no answers and seem just as rude. This town is so different than I remember. Everything has changed, and yet it seems exactly the same. I start to wonder if people are just rude or if it’s me. Replaying old memories, I try to figure out if there’s a reason people might be mad at me. Unfortunately, I can think of a few things. I wasn’t exactly an angel and I ran with the meanest crew in town: a bunch of girls with a superiority complex.

      I wander around the building, looking for a way in. Finally, I contemplate, once again, about breaking the window. It’s been a half hour since my call to the locksmith when a large black truck with a lumber rack on the back of it finally pulls into the parking lot.

      It’s not the locksmith as I hoped it would be. Instead I watch an incredibly tall, incredibly beautiful man step out of the vehicle. He has a head of thick dark hair, mussed up from driving with the windows down, but it looks good on him. He walks toward me with a sexy swagger. There’s a grim look in his eyes, but at the same time there’s something almost amused in the way he looks at me. I start to fidget under his dark gaze. The features of his face aren’t technically perfect; his nose is slightly crooked, possibly bent from an old fight; he looks like the type who wouldn’t shy away from a fight, and he certainly seems like he could hold his own. When he opens his mouth, his white teeth are slightly overlapped in the front, but those tiny imperfections do nothing to change the fact that he is fucking hot. If anything, they make him that much more fun to look like. They give him character. There’s nothing typical or generic about him.

      His toned arms are covered in sleeves of intricate tattoos. When he stands right in front of me, I can see that the tattoos are a scene from Greek mythology. Zeus is in the clouds, holding his lightning bolt amidst a roiling storm, while Poseidon is in the sea below with his trident and merman tail. The man looks just as chiseled as the gods depicted on his tattoo. I realize I’ve been holding my breath and let it out slowly with a quiver.

      “Welcome back, Linny,” he says in a honey-thick voice.

      I look at him, shocked. He didn’t call me Lina, my name, but Linny, the nickname I had growing up in this town. In fact, as soon as I left town I made sure no one ever called me that again except my mom. It was a nickname my dad gave me when I was young and everyone in town picked it up because of him. No one has called me that in a long time. It’s strange to hear. Especially coming from this handsome stranger. It’s also unnerving.

      “Do I know you?” I ask him, hating the quiver in my voice. It gives away just how nervous I feel right now. It makes me feel exposed, vulnerable.

      He gets close enough for me to smell the delicious scent of his cologne. It’s a masculine scent that sends my head spinning.

      He chuckles. “How easily you forgot the boy you tormented.”

      I snap out of the reverie the scent of him has me in and focus on his perfect face yet again. I stare at him until my eyes cross, but nothing about him looks familiar. I could never forget a face like that. The fact that he says I tormented him doesn’t come as a surprise. That doesn’t narrow things down. I tormented plenty of people during my reign.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He laughs and rolls his eyes. “So that means you also don’t remember the promise you never fulfilled.”

      I shake my head, utterly confused … and then it comes to me in a flash of memories. Madden Trek. He was the skinny boy next door that my friends and I used to torment. He’d moved into the house next door when we were both in the third grade. He developed a crush on me after our parents introduced us and we got stuck in a class together at school. Every day there was some sort of little gift or sweet note waiting on the front porch for me when I would go out to play after finishing my homework.

      He wasn’t hideous then. A little awkward, maybe. His ears stuck out just a little and there was a cute little gap between his teeth that he used to spit water through. His crush on me never wavered over the years. So finally, when we were both sixteen and he asked me out for the thousandth time, I agreed. Not to go out with him, but to sleep with him. Dating a guy like Madden would have destroyed my reputation. But what people didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me. Then one night, as I was writing in my diary about what I had agreed to do with Madden, my world came crashing down. I’d been sitting in my room, wearing headphones, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Haley, my best friend.

      “Who do you plan to sleep with?” she asked, her eyes wide with the excitement of potential gossip.

      My heart sank into my stomach and I felt queasy. How was I going to get myself out of this? News like this would devastate my popularity. I couldn’t let it get out. So I told her I was planning on playing an elaborate prank on Madden Trek.

      The gleam in her eye was pure wicked. And I felt terrible. If I didn’t go through with it, and my friends found out I had actually planned to sleep with Madden, my reputation would be ruined. I’d lose my status as queen bee, and at the time, that meant more to me than anything. I wouldn’t let anything stand in my way. And so we devised a plan.

      On a Saturday night, I wore my most form fitting, beautiful dress with sexy heels and waited for Madden to pick me up in the little truck his parents got him for his sixteenth birthday. He was nervous, his hands lightly drumming on the steering wheel as he drove through town.

      “I hope you like sushi,” he said and seemed almost panicked that he didn’t think to ask me my preferences before asking me on the date. I liked that he’d decided. Even back then, I liked a guy who took matters into his own hands and planned a great date.

      “I love it,” I said.

      And I did. The food was fantastic. I’d never really had sushi before because my mom was allergic to shell fish and didn’t want it near the food we ate at home. To this day, it’s still my favorite.

      Madden and I talked for hours. He was so charming and witty and intelligent. I’d never seen that side of him before. I actually really enjoyed the time we had together. It made me dread the rest of the night and what was to come. But what choice did I have? The plan was already set in motion. There was no going back.

      Madden wanted to take me to a movie, but I knew if we went to a movie first, I would have to go home right after because I would be pushing my curfew. I told him I would rather spend time with him alone and talk some more instead of going to the movies. He seemed excited by the prospect of spending more time alone with me. I gave him the directions to the bluffs, a place where my friends and I liked to go drink beer and listen to music on the weekends where no one would bother us.

      When we got there, we made out for a little bit. And I wanted to keep making out—he was a great kisser—but time was running out and I knew we were being watched. If I showed too much interest, I would’ve been accused of really liking him, and Haley would never let me live it down. After a while I told him to take off his clothes and wait for me while I went to smoke a cigarette. He looked a little taken aback, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t smoke, but he didn’t know that. He took his clothes off like I asked, while I went out into the woods to retrieve my friends who were lying in wait, laughing at how humiliating this would be for him. I wanted to call off the whole thing but it was already too late. I had let things go way too far and there was no stopping them now.

      Needless to say, things did not go well for Madden that night. By the next day, practically the entire school knew what happened. My friends, and everyone else for that matter, mocked him endlessly. He walked through the hallways with his head down. He refused to look at me when we were in class, and he no longer gave me little gifts or left sweet notes.

      My mom moved us away before I had the chance to apologize and make it right. I remember it all so vividly, yet the girl I was then feels like a stranger now. My dad died soon after that. There was a time when I thought my father’s death might’ve been karma because of what I did to Madden.

      The memory fades and I stare at the man in front of me, trying to see the boy he once was. Holy shit, has he changed. I hardly recognize him. The longer I stare, the more I see that boy hiding behind those deep set, mesmerizing eyes and angular jawline. He has the same great smile, though the gap between his teeth are gone. Those green eyes. How could I have not remembered those pale green eyes? I’d stared into them while we ate sushi. Now it seems so obvious. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize him.

      “How have you been?” I ask casually, trying to play it cool.

      He ignores the question and asks, “Why are you back in Pepperhill?” His words are cold and a little cocky. He hates me right now, but he’s trying to show indifference. I can’t blame him. I would hate me too after what I did to him. I should just let him have his moment, but I have pride of my own and match his cold and cocky demeanor.

      I put my own indifference into my tone when I say, “I plan to restore my dad’s old bar to its former glory.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      I cut him off with a withering glare. If someone tells me I can’t do something, I most definitely will show them that I can, and I will. And I’ll show him. I know what I did to him when we were teenagers was wrong, and I even understand his coldness toward me, but I will not let negativity from other people drag me down.

      He stares at me calmly. “You can’t fix it up.”

      “Why the hell not?” I ask with my hands on my hips and a look of determination that refuses to waver.

      “Because you can’t even get the door open.”

      I roll my eyes. “So the locksmith gossips, I take it.”

      “Word gets around in a small town. Also, the locksmith is my brother’s best friend so I tend to hear news quicker than most.”

      “I hate this town,” I grumble and go back to the locked front door. There has to be a way to get in without busting the window. Last thing I want to do is pay for any unnecessary repairs. But if the locksmith won’t help me, I’m not sure what else to do.

      I decide to give it one more shot. First I take off my heels because I don’t want to fall flat on my butt yet again, and especially not in front of Madden. I imagine he would love to see me humiliated after the torture I put him through in high school. He deserves his retribution, but I’m not going to just hand it over to him on a silver platter.

      Tossing my heels to the side, I grab the door handle yet again.

      “You can’t muscle that thing open,” he says.

      His lack of confidence in me only makes me want to try harder even though I’m almost certain he’s right. I’m angry and not exactly thinking clearly, so I’m not completely using all of my brain power when I decide to throw my shoulder into it like you see people do in movies. One hard thrust and I slam into the door. I let out an agonized yelp, and I’m afraid I’ve broken my collarbone from the impact. Once the pain wears off and the fire in my shoulder settles into to a dull ache, I try again because I think maybe if I use a different position or stance it will work this time. No amount of logic will make me believe otherwise at this point. I’m far too stubborn for that.

      Just as I’m about to throw myself at the door again, Madden grabs me and pulls me to the side. I’m shocked by the sudden touch, but not in a bad way. Not at all, which also surprises me. He looks a little taken aback himself, but shakes it off quickly.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” he says. I might’ve taken offense by the words, but they were said lighthearted.

      He grabs the handle the same way I did. “It’s not going to—” I start to say but I’m interrupted by the loud crack as the frame fractures and the door swings open.

      I look at Madden, surprised yet again. He’s insanely strong. How did that skinny boy from high school change so much in such a short amount of time?

      “What the hell have you been eating?” I ask him.

      He gives me a look, something like pride, but also like disgust. He really doesn’t like me, and I don’t like that look he’s giving me, so I turn back to the door. There’s a bit of damage but nothing too expensive and nothing I can’t fix on my own. It’s a far better alternative than breaking a window.

      Walking into the bar, I go straight to the cupboard where my dad kept the spare key. It’s still there. Everything is just as I remember it. No surprise there. The only thing that surprises me is how good of shape it’s in. By now I figured raccoons or teenagers or squatters would have wrecked the place. Looking around it doesn’t seem like anything has been touched. I guess that’s one good thing about a small town in the middle of nowhere. People tend to have just a little more respect for others’ things than they do in the city.

      I take the key and decide to check if the door is ruined or if it’s just cosmetic damage. I use the key to unlock the door. It shuts and opens with ease. It’s just cosmetic, but I realize that the kind of repair it’s going to take will require tools and skills that I don’t have. I’m not exactly Bob the Builder. My only home improvement knowledge comes from YouTube tutorials that are made in fast forward and rarely come with commentary.

      Madden sighs. I ignore him and start to make a list of all the things I’m going to have to do to make this place shine the way I remember when I was little. It’s a lot. More than I imagined it would be but I have a plan and plans give me confidence and determination. They give me a place to start when things start to feel overwhelming the way they are starting to right now.

      It’s hot out. I’m starting to sweat, and these tight jeans hugging my skin are not helping matters.

      “You’re wasting your time trying to fix this place up,” Madden says.

      “If you’re going to bust my balls, please feel free to leave.”

      I pull out the yellow pages from behind the bar. They are ancient, but since nothing in this town has changed much, I imagine the numbers haven’t either.

      “You don’t get it yet,” he says.

      I answer him with a grumble and circle some numbers. I check to see if there’s a ring tone from the bar phone on the back wall. There is. I then call each number. Each call goes unanswered. What the hell? It’s the middle of the work week. Why isn’t anyone answering their phones … unless they see the number to the bar on the caller ID and are choosing not to answer. But why? Could it have something to do with why the locksmith didn’t want to help me?

      Maybe there’s something wrong with the landline. I try the same numbers with my cellphone. There are answers, but as soon as I tell them my name and why I’m calling, they immediately hang up. I stare at my phone screen, my mouth hanging open in frustration and confusion.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask Madden when I see his knowing look. “Why is everyone avoiding me? What happened?”

      “You must have forgotten how long the memories of the people around here are. That’s what living in LA will do to you.”

      “What do you mean?” I have no idea what he’s getting at.

      “All those kids you used to pick on in high school are running this town now. Their parents are either retiring or managing from afar. Your reputation left you no allies here,” he says the last part a little smugly, which I find increasingly annoying and show him as much with my glare.

      It doesn’t make sense. That was a long time ago. We were dumb kids in high school. I know I was a mean girl and a giant pain in the ass, but I don’t remember treating everyone like shit. But regardless, whatever their reasons, it’s clear that the townspeople are intentionally ignoring me.

      “Don’t look so glum,” Madden says with a sneaky smile that makes me wary. “You still have one option.”

      I watch him, trying to read his mind. Whatever he has going on in that beautiful head of his can’t be good for me. He leans over the bar, his face only inches from mine. I stare into his smoldering eyes, trying not to get lost in them. Now is not the time to be losing my head. I need to focus on what needs to be done so I can fix this place up.

      Heat and smoke and sex radiate off of him. Since when has Madden Trek become so confident? It suits him well and I find myself buckling under the spell he has me under. He’s seriously nothing like the boy I remember.

      “I’ll help you restore your dad’s legacy,” he says.

      I raise an eyebrow, wondering why, if I was such a bully as a teen—bad enough for the whole town to hate me—would he agree to help me? I wait for the catch. Whatever it is I know I have to agree to it. People in this town won’t help me, but they’ll help him. Besides, he has all the muscle I’ll need for the job. He can do all the heavy lifting.

      As if reading my mind, the muscles in his arms flex when he moves closer to me. He’s not doing it to show off, or to get my attention. He probably doesn’t realize he’s even doing it. That’s just what happens when his body moves. And he probably doesn’t even realize the effect he’s having on me, how turned on I am right now.

      A cocky smile appears on his face—maybe he can tell, after all.

      I try to remain cool and uninterested. It’s proving to be difficult.

      “I can be your lifeline,” he says.

      “But?” I add.

      His laughter is the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.

      “What’s the catch?” I ask. “There has to be one, right?”

      His smile slides into more of a smirk. “Of course there is. Nothing in life is free.”
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      “So what is it? What do you want from me in exchange for you helping me return the Osprey into what it used to be?” she asks.

      “Simple. I’ll help you achieve your dream if …” I pause and let the silence linger for effect before continuing, “you agree to spend one night in my bed.”

      The look on her face is priceless. It’s exciting knowing that I can have any effect on her at all. It’s addicting. She’s always been beautiful, but when her lips open with surprise, her icy blue eyes open wide, and her cheeks flush, she’s a goddess. Lina Renier. Lina, Lina, Lina. I can’t believe she’s back. When I heard she moved away to LA, I thought I would never see her again. I wrote off that chapter in my life. But I never forgot about her. Not a single day went by when I didn’t think about her. She was always mean, always torturing someone. Everyone thought she was just a bitch, but I saw something else. I saw an insecure girl who only wanted to fit in, to make friends through any means possible. She lost her way and maybe she let her popularity get to her head. But there was more to her than that. Much more. When no one was around, she opened up to me. She let herself snort just a little when she laughed. She told jokes without fear of judgement. She was herself.

      When my brother’s friend, Chuck, at the locksmith shop told me she was back, the news literally took the air from my lungs. Chuck even asked what was wrong and told me I looked as though I’d seen a ghost. Feels like I have. I couldn’t get my truck here fast enough. I floored it through town, making my way to the old Osprey. When I got out of the truck and saw Linny all grown up in tight jeans and red high heels, I almost forgot I was supposed to be pissed off for what she did to me all those years ago. On the way over, I hoped she had let herself go, or maybe married some movie star and ruined her face with plastic surgery. Maybe if she looked completely different from what I remember, I could let her go. She does look different, but at the same time she looks the same. She’s curvier than she was in high school and maybe a little taller, but she’s just as beautiful as I remember. Maybe even more.

      Now she’s in front of me, stuck between accepting my offer and abandoning her goal. She’s too stubborn for the latter. At least I hope she is. The Linny I knew would never give up on her goals. I hope that part of her hasn’t changed.

      My blood runs hot as I wait for her to answer. I’d love for her to beg or whine, try to convince me that the deal is unfair. I want her to squirm because she did much worse to me.

      Astonishingly, she holds her head up high and says, “Fine.”

      I cough out a laugh of surprise. I almost back up when she leans boldly toward me. She’s intimidating as all hell, just as she was in high school. Back then I would have shrugged away into the shadows, away from her powerful gaze that was always up to no good, but this time I hold my ground.

      “You’ve clearly held a candle for me all these years,” she says. “Let’s just fuck right now and get it out of the way.”

      My dick gets hard by her words without even thinking about it. I want to pounce on her right here, right now. Take her on this bar. But when her words finally sink in and I start to think with my brain instead of my dick, I realize that her teasing reminds me of how she was as a teenager, before she humiliated me in front of her friends.

      I take her chin in one of my hands and run my fingers through her hair with the other. Her fake confidence falters. There, now that’s better. I had a feeling it was all bravado. She doesn’t get to be in control this time. I promised long ago that she would never have that kind of control over me ever again. It’s my turn to take charge.

      I then reach over and grab her by the waist, pulling her up onto the bar, then sliding her onto my lap where I sit on a bar stool so that she straddles my waist. She hardly weighs a thing so it’s easy to move her as I please. She’s too shocked to do anything about it. Instead she stares at me with wide, curious—almost, but not quite fearful—eyes. She breathes quickly and her nervous heartbeat flutters against my chest. Her hands shake. She seems frozen in place. Good. I want her to know who’s boss now.

      Her whole body quivers, but right now I don’t think it’s just nerves. I have a feeling she’s just as turned on as I am.

      It would be so easy to take her right now. I doubt she would resist and I could have her in every position possible; have her begging me not to stop. But I have no intention of making this easy on her.

      “Better watch what you say,” I growl. “You might just get what you ask for.” If she thinks she can scare me off, I’ll call her bluff.

      I want her to want me. When I have her, it’s not going to be because she’s looking for easy labor. She won’t ever use me again. I want to show her that when I’m done with her, she’ll be begging me for round two, crawling on her knees for my cock. And I’ll look down at her the way she looked down on me all those years ago, and I’ll walk away without another single word.

      Then again, that might be difficult because when I look into her eyes there’s a spark there. There’s undeniable chemistry. I want so badly to kiss her right now. Instead, I lift her off my lap and set her on the bar stool across from me. I need her at arms-length before things get carried away and I can’t stop what we start.

      We are both breathing hard now. With her a safe distance away, I think about bending her over the bar, my palms on her sweet ass as I fuck her from behind. I imagine her pussy dripping, a puddle on the floor below us as I make her come. I think about fucking her so hard she screams my name and comes so violently I have to catch her before she hits the floor. It will happen, but it won’t be on her terms. It will only be on my terms. My revenge.

      She laughs, still breathless. “You thought I was serious? Give me a break.” She tries to come off like it was all a joke, but I know it wasn’t. She wants me, she just won’t admit it.

      “Accept my offer,” I say plainly with a shrug.

      This seems to infuriate her even more. I love watching her get angry. It’s adorable the way she scowls and her forehead wrinkles up.

      “I will never sleep with you,” she says. “I will never beg for anything from you. I don’t need your help. Now get out of my bar.”

      I smirk at her as she grows more and more flustered. I grab her phone. She tries to take it back, but I’m faster than she is, holding it over her head. She’s too short and growls with frustration. I laugh and move out of her reach. I add my number to her contact list. When I’m done, I hand it back to her.

      “I suspect I’ll be hearing from you soon,” I say, and leave the bar.
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      I can’t get my breathing to slow down. Madden left fifteen minutes ago and I still can’t get myself to calm down. I’m all twisted up. I’ve never hated someone and wanted someone so much simultaneously. I can still smell him on my phone. I can still feel the warmth of his fingers on my chin and in my hair. The memory sends shivers throughout my body. His gorgeous face is imprinted in my mind, the way the sun burns itself into your eyes when you look directly at it. Madden has set up camp in my head and refuses to leave.

      Fuck that guy. Well, no, not fuck him. I refused to do that. I’ll restore this bar on my own. I don’t know how, but I’ll make it work. I don’t need him. I don’t need anyone.

      I finish inspecting the bar and adding items to my list. There will be a lot of things I’ll need to fix or replace entirely. It’s a lot. Almost to the point of being overwhelming. But I can do this. My dad built this place from the ground up. There’s no reason why I won’t be able to do some repairs.

      When the list is done, I lock the door behind me and head to my car. There’s a little motel down the road. I’ll book a room and try to get to sleep early so I can start working as soon as the sun comes up.

      Starting my car, I back up. With a jarring thud, my back tires hit something and my car slams to a stop. The wheels spin on the asphalt. What the hell was that? I turn the car off and get out to see what I hit. My back tire rests in a massive pothole. How did I not see that before? Looking around, I see them everywhere. This whole parking lot is like a minefield. Yet another thing I’ll have to fix. This one seems like the most expensive project yet. It’s a good thing I took out a big loan. But I don’t know a damn thing about filling in potholes in asphalt. Ugh.

      Taking a closer look at the back of my car, I see that my back axel is bent. Even if I could somehow manage to get my tire out of this hole, there’s no way my car will be able to drive without getting this fixed. I’m so frustrated I could scream. This town is nothing but bad luck.

      I lean against my car, dejected. There’s a tap on the hood of my car that scares the hell out of me. I jump, nearly breaking my ankle when my heel wobbles. I’m able to catch myself before I fall. Madden is wearing that infuriating smirk on his face again. The one that makes me want to swoon and punch him all at the same time. Was he waiting for me in the parking lot?

      “Looks like you’ll be needing my help after all,” he says.

      I sigh. He’s not wrong. With as difficult as the townspeople are being, I don’t imagine I can get a tow truck to come out here.

      “Fine,” I say, refusing to thank him even though I’m grateful for the help. My pride is far too overpowering to admit I need his help, let alone show gratitude for it.

      He uses chains to hook my car to his truck. “Abe’s garage isn’t far from here,” he says.

      I climb into the passenger seat of his truck and we drive down the road with my car towing behind. I can only imagine what this damage to my car will cost. Yet another thing that I’ll have to remove from my budget that I’d planned for the bar. Returning home hasn’t brought on the nostalgia that I’d hoped it would. So far it’s been less than pleasant. I’m starting to think I’ve completely run out of luck. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      We drop off my car at the garage. Abe is sweaty and greasy, and has a little gray at the temples, but looks much like he did in high school. He tells me he can fix it but he’ll need parts and he’s not sure when they’ll arrive. I’m not too worried about that part. It’s when he refuses to give me an estimate that I start to get a little nervous. I don’t have much of a choice though. Whatever it is I’ll have to pay it. I need my car, after all.

      Madden drops me off at my motel. There’s a girl behind the counter who looks like she can’t be any older than eight-years-old. She’s on her cell phone. Glancing up at me, she gives me an annoyed roll of her eyes and goes back to her phone conversation. I stare at her, waiting for her to say something. But she doesn’t. Instead she complains to the person on the other side of the line about how Bobby Miller was totally checking her out when she was in line at the movies and what a weirdo he is. What a rude little shit. To be honest, she sounds a little like I did at that age. Now I can see why my mom was always griping at me.

      I have no patience for this. All I want is a warm shower and a comfortable bed. I’m overheated and exhausted after the long drive to Pepperhill and the strange day it’s been.

      A woman my age comes out of the office and I’m relieved to see an adult. “Hi there, how are …”

      We recognize each other at the same time. It’s Haley Greer, my best friend from high school.

      “Linny?” she says, seeming astounded at the sight of me. There’s curiosity in her tone, but there’s something else too. Unease, maybe? Annoyance? I don’t remember us leaving on bad terms. But that’s the problem: I don’t remember even saying goodbye to her. Or anyone else, really. One day my mom and I just left. “Is that really you?”

      “Haley,” I say. She looks just as exhausted as I do. There are bags under her eyes. She carries a little extra weight around the middle compared to the shapely body she had back in high school. She’s looks great though, if only a little tired. “You look fantastic. It’s been too long. How are things?”

      “Oh, you know. Living the dream.” She pats her daughter’s head and her daughter swats her hand away. No wonder she looks exhausted. That kid seems like a handful.

      “What are you doing back in town?” Haley asks.

      “Fixing up my dad’s old bar. Or at least trying to.” I hesitate, then smile. “Would you like to go have dinner tonight, catch up? I’d love to hear all the gossip about what happened around Pepperhill after I left.”

      Haley’s smile is as fake as the bright white veneers on her teeth. She hands me my motel key. “Gosh, Lina. That sounds like a wonderful idea, but my husband will be expecting dinner on the table after I leave here. You know how it is.”

      Her daughter chimes in, not looking up from the screen of her phone. “I thought Dad was out of town,” the little girl says.

      Haley gives the girl a withering look. That’s when I realize Haley wants to avoid me like the rest of the town. She obviously doesn’t want to chat, and by the way she keeps looking around the room, all paranoid, she doesn’t want others to see us chatting either.

      I look at the little girl, the dark curly hair, the brown eyes. She looks very much like Haley. “That’s your daughter?” I ask.

      Haley glances at the girl fondly. “Sure is. That’s Gracie. Got pregnant with her just before you abandoned everyone.”

      I’m a little shocked by her phrasing. “Abandoned?” I say.

      Haley shrugs. “What else can I call it? You didn’t say goodbye to anyone. One day we’re best friends and can’t go an hour without texting, and then I never hear from you again.”

      “I couldn’t help it. My mom had my bags already packed when I got home from school …” I let my words fade out. I realize I’m making excuses. We did leave suddenly, but I could have taken the time to call my friends and let them know what was happening. But I’d liked the idea of starting over and I figured the best way to do that was leaving the past behind. Once I was in California, everything changed and I didn’t really think about Pepperhill after that. Not until a few years later. I guess part of the reason I wanted to go back and fix up my dad’s bar was because of the guilt I felt after leaving him. Not only did I leave my friends, but I left my dad too. I missed him and everything, but I had my new life in California and there just wasn’t the time to call him regularly. He made the occasional trip to come see me, but as I got older, my life became more hectic. Last time he came to visit I was twenty-four. He died soon after that. The guilt has haunted me ever since. Soon after he died I’d gotten the paperwork in the mail with the deed to the bar and the property it was on. I knew then I had to do something with it. The Osprey has been empty for a year. I should have done something with it sooner.

      “It was good seeing you again, Haley,” I say and go up to my room. It’s clean at least. A nice little room and affordable, but old fashioned with the floral bead-spread that matches the curtains and the wallpaper border. There are pictures hanging on the walls that look like Bob Ross originals and a bible next to the bed and a rotary phone. On the ceiling there’s a faint outline of a water spot that’s shaped like the head of a dog.

      I lay on the bed thinking about the Osprey and everything I need to fix it up. I need to atone and reconnect with the memory of my father and my old life. Returning the bar to its former glory is how I’ll do that. It’s important that I accomplish this. I just don’t know how I’ll do it alone. I’m going to need Madden’s help whether I like it or not. But what he asked me for is too much.

      Thinking about Madden makes me remember this new confidence he found as an adult. I remember how he touched my chin and my hair, how he spoke, the low grumble of his deep voice. He’s so sure that at some point I’ll be begging for him, his hard body and hard dick … STOP. I need to stop thinking about him like that right now or I will never get anything accomplished. How on earth did I get to this point? Madden was always a cute kid, but I never in a million years thought I would find myself lusting after him, and I don’t want to get into the habit of it now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sleep is elusive this first night. It’s too quiet here. Without all the city traffic and the sounds of sirens and club music all around, how is a girl to get any sleep? The silence is maddening. I try to turn on the TV but the light and constant flickering make it impossible to settle down. So I just lay here, too awake to sleep, but too tired to get up and do anything. I’m not sure when it happens, but before I know it, I’ve nodded off.

      I dream about old memories. My thoughts flash back on Haley, about when we were in high school and she whispered to me that Madden had a crush on me. Or was it that I had a crush on him? He lived next door so I saw him and his older brother often. Of course I already knew he had a crush on me, but I never told anyone else. I didn’t want my friends to find out. So who started that rumor?

      The dream carries over to other dreams, other memories, and only leads to more questions. Was it my fault that Madden thought I would sleep with him back then? If Haley hadn’t read my diary over my shoulder would I have gone through with it instead of it turning into a prank? I really don’t know. All I know is I regret it all. I especially regret breaking Madden’s teenage heart. I can only imagine how humiliated he was when he saw all those faces staring back at him while he was naked in the back seat of his pickup. I had no idea my friends would tell so many people and they were all hiding in the woods, ready to laugh at him. Because of me. It’s gut wrenching to think I did something so heartless.
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      I sit at my brother Abe’s garage, waiting for Lina to show up. I offered to pick her up since she doesn’t have a car, but she stubbornly decided to take an Uber. Now I’m wondering if she’ll even show up at all. Abe is lying under Lina’s car, the clank of tools being knocked against metal echoing in the garage. He’s had a few too many beers and probably shouldn’t be working at this point, and I’ve had a few too many cups of black coffee and feel as though I’ll vibrate out of my skin. Why am I so nervous to see her again?

      “I bet you just about shit yourself when you saw Lina back in town,” Abe says, his words a little sloppy when they’re strung together. “Everyone in this town knows you’ve been in love with her since the move across the street.”

      “Loved,” I correct him. “I did love her. I don’t anymore. Not after what she did to me.” I say the words, but I’m not sure how convincing I sound—to him or to myself.

      “You’re sure going out of your way to help someone you don’t love anymore.”

      “Trust me, I don’t love her. I plan to make her pay for what she did to me.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, okay. Whatever you say, Maddie.” He slides out from under the car and gives me a knowing grin. I frown at him.

      When I hear the sound of a car crunching over the gravel as they turn into the driveway, my head snaps up. I scold myself inwardly for looking so obvious, and sigh when Abe laughs again.

      Lina opens the door of the sedan. She’s dressed casually in cutoff shorts and a tank top, but she looks sexy as hell. Very California the way she shows off her body. Confidence oozes off of her. Is she trying to get me hot and bothered? Does she have any idea the effect she has on me? I wish that weren’t true, but there’s no denying it. I try to tell myself not to focus so much on her. My body nor my mind wants to listen. She has the same power today she’s always had on me. Maybe more now, since I haven’t seen her in so long. All those years I’ve been craving her and now she’s here.

      She drops her purse as she gets out of the car. When she bends over and gives a view of the most perfect ass on this Earth, the world suddenly stops spinning. Nothing else exists. My whole body goes stiff, including my cock. I try to stand in a way that makes it less obvious. Nothing seems to be working, so I grab an oily shop rag off the work bench and hold it in front of me. When my brother starts to laugh hard enough to throw himself into a coughing fit, I glare at him.

      Lina glances at me and I tell myself that this, whatever chemistry or spark or witchcraft—whatever this thing is that I feel between us—isn’t going to get serious.

      She stands slowly and walks straight over to Abe and her car. She listens while he talks parts and mechanics. I’m hardly listening. Instead, I notice how her hair is a lighter shade of brunet than I remember. She must dye it now. And she’s wearing a touch of makeup that makes her look sultrier than the fresh-faced innocent way she looked in high school. I don’t prefer one over the other. She’s just as beautiful either way. I think she could be covered in grime, wearing ripped clothing and begging for money on a street corner and still look just as stunning as she does now. Even then, the rest of the girls in this Podunk town wouldn’t stand a chance against her. She’s a poodle amongst a pack of mutts. Always has been.

      “You really did a number on this thing,” Abe says to her.

      “This town really needs a makeover,” she says.

      “Maybe if you weren’t so busy staring at my ass as I walked away, you may have paid attention and not hit the hole in the road,” I say, teasing.

      She looks at me with a hint of a smile. I can tell she’s trying not to laugh. It’s not working. I see the smile in her eyes. “Oh, you mean like the way I just caught you staring at my ass when I bent over?”

      “Well, I mean, it does take up most of the garage. Hard to see anything else.”

      She lets out a hearty laugh and throws her purse at me. I catch it and we’re both laughing together now.

      “My ass is not nearly as big as your head, or that ego.”

      It’s the same way we used to tease each other when we were young, a pleasant exchange of insults. Neither of us ever meant them, and neither of us ever took offense. It was just a game we played. At times it seemed the funnier the insult, the closer we got.

      She saunters toward me. God, she has a sexy walk. I hand her purse back and realize I dropped the shop rag in order to catch her purse. She looks right at my hard-on that is now raging to a point of discomfort. I need relief in the worse way.

      Her eyes widen and she lets out a breathy gasp. I shrug my shoulders and smirk at her. “Guess I like big butts.”

      “Clearly,” she says. Is that lust I hear in her voice? Her eyes don’t move from my cock at all. It’s as if she’s in some kind of hypnotic trance. I flex, making my dick move beneath my jeans. Her mouth opens enough for me to see the tip of her tongue as it moves across her teeth.

      Abe clears his throat and laughs under his breath. When I look at him, he seems amused. “The part should be here by tomorrow. I can have you back on the road in two days. Until then you’ll have to take an Uber—when you can find one—or let Madden drive you around.”

      She immediately goes ridged at the suggestion of me driving her around. “What do you mean ‘when I can find one’? Why wouldn’t I be able to find an Uber?”

      “It’s a small town. Not like there are too many people needing rides around here.”

      “I had no problem getting one tonight.”

      “You got lucky. It’s a Saturday night.”

      She huffs and looks sideways at me. “I don’t suppose there are any busses that run through here.”

      I give her a sideways smile. I like watching her squirm. “You lived here long enough to know better than that.”

      She sighs and her whole body slouches. “I suppose I have no choice, do I? I suspect if my Uber driver would have been old enough to remember me, he would have refused me in the first place since it seems everyone around here hates me.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I agree.

      The look on her face makes me think she would rather I not agree with her. Too bad. It’s so funny to watch her realize how terrible she was back then and how it’s affecting her now. It’s funny, but at the same time I have this urge to protect her from all of the judgement. They didn’t know her like I knew her. At least the way I knew her before the nasty trick she played on me. But I never really believed she was the mastermind behind that plan. I suspect Haley had something to do with it. She was never as popular as Lina, not even close, but she was far meaner, and there was some jealousy there. Lina only seemed like the mean one because everyone paid more attention to her. If she was in a room, that’s where everyone’s eyes went.

      I head toward my truck. Lina doesn’t follow but I feel her eyes watching my every move. Opening the passenger side door, I watch her, waiting. She hesitates, but finally, with a huff, climbs up into the cab. Before I shut the door I say to her, in a quiet voice, “Ready to sleep with me yet?”

      She inhales sharply, her eyes shooting me a glare. I laugh and shut the door before she can reply. I watch her through the windshield, our eyes locked on one another until I get behind the wheel, then she looks away.

      We head for the bar. As we drive I think about the old truck I had in high school, the one that was supposed to be the place where I would sleep with Lina for the first time. I had spent the entire day cleaning and detailing it for that night. It was a 1965 Ford. I’d spent every penny I earned when I was working at the lumber mill after school to buy it and restore it. I loved that truck. But after what happened, being naked and laughed at by Lina’s friends and half the school, I sold it. Couldn’t wait to get rid of it. Sometimes I wish I had it back because there were some good memories attached to it. When Lina and I were still friends we would cruise around at night, listening to music and singing along.

      Lina changes the music, pulling me out of my memories. I expect her to change it to something ridiculous, but instead she stops when she hears a song, and to my surprise, it’s a song I love. How did I forget that we had similar taste in music? I guess I’ve forgotten a lot of things over the years after what happened. That one bad thing had consumed all of the good, I suppose.

      “What’s the plan for the bar today?” I ask.

      “I’ll be doing orders today; see what I need in the inventory.”

      I nod. There’s a moment of silence before she says, “Abe looks like he’s doing well.”

      “He is. He took over our dad’s garage a few years back so my parents could retire. He pays for everything they need.”

      “Is that where you work?” she asks.

      I nod. “Abe likes to take the brunt of the work. He’s like my dad in that way. So I find myself with more time on my hands than I know what to do with—at least I did. Now you’re here and I can use that time to focus on you.”

      Lina goes quiet and doesn’t say anything else until we get to the bar. Once we’re inside, she instantly gets to work. She keeps her head down, her focus sharp on what needs to get done. I admire her diligence. I recline against the bar, intentionally not helping, occasionally teasing her, telling her that I will gladly jump in and help if she would just ask. She ignores me, clearly set on not asking me for anything.

      She climbs up onto the counter behind the bar and tries to reach for the old bottles on the top shelf. They’re just beyond her reach. I start to get frustrated because she’s about to fall if she tries to stand any taller on her tiptoes, and yet she’s so stubborn that she continues to refuse my help.

      I move behind the bar because I don’t trust her balance at this point. “Let me do that,” I say to her, but in one last stubborn try to grab the bottle, she jumps. The motion throws her off balance. My heart leaps into my throat when I see her start to fall. I reach out and catch her before she can hit the ground, moving quickly and twisting so her head doesn’t hit the corner of the bar.

      Her breathing comes in rapid bursts and she’s looking up at me with large, frightened eyes from the close call. Even though she’s safe in my arms, I’m still shaken up from the thought of her getting hurt. That’s when I realize that I still have feelings for her no matter how much I tell myself that I don’t.

      Damn.

      Lina continues to stare up at me as she’s cradled in my arms.

      “You’re insane, you know that?” I say harshly, wanting her to get it through her thick skull that she can’t do this on her own. “You need to ask for help when you need it or you’ll end up killing yourself. I have no doubt you’re capable of a lot of things, but at some point everyone needs to ask for help.”

      She’s still breathing hard, and makes no attempt to climb out of my arms. Instead her arms go around my neck, our warm bodies pressed against one another. That fear quickly becomes desire as my dick grows hard. I stare at her perfect lips, drawn to them. As I bring my mouth to hers, she moves her hand to block me, putting a barrier between us. She squirms until I let her go and set her on her own two feet. She dusts herself off, her bottom lip trembling as she does so. She’s trying not to show the same desire I feel too, but I know it’s there. I saw it on her face, felt it in the way her arms wrapped around me. She wants me just as bad as I want her but she refuses to give in. I guess some things never change.

      “Thank you for catching me,” she says as simply as if she were thanking me for opening a door for her. She then sits at a table and starts to write in her little notebook.

      “One week,” she says.

      I blink at her. She looks at me with sheer determination and taps the piece of paper. “I calculate that all the things I need to do to get this place up and running will take me one week. It’s impossible for me to do it alone, like you said.” I stare at her a moment in shock. In her own stubborn way, she’s admitting she was wrong. She may even be attempting an apology. I’ll take it.

      She continues, “With your help I might even be able to get it all done quicker.”

      She stares at me meaningfully, and then I finally get it. Our deal. I help her, and she spends the night in my bed. That’s what she’s really agreeing to. My dick, which had started to calm down, stirs again.

      “I see.” I smile wickedly at her. “You thought this through in detail.”

      Lina pulls in a long breath, acting tough. Or maybe she is tough. Maybe her dream does really matter the most to her.

      “I want to hear the words from your lips,” I tell her. Those pouty, soft, kissable lips.

      The stretch of silence between us seems to last forever. Finally, she says, “I’ll sleep with you. One night in your bed if you agree to do whatever it takes to get this place up and running in a week. I want it perfect, the same as it was in its glory days.”

      My heart beats so loud that the sound echoes in my ears. Lina is actually agreeing to sleep with me. I’m reminded of when she agreed to do the same thing, and there’s a certain amount of trepidation that comes from her words.

      I step up to her and hold out my hand. She puts her hand in mine. Her hands are small, her skin smooth, her fingers long and delicate with manicured nails. Dainty. We shake, then I grab her small frame. She gasps when I lift her off of her chair and set her on top of the table. My hand rests at the small of her back, nearly touching her ass as I whisper, “You have a deal.”

      “But you forgot something,” I say. She stares at me, confused. “One night is the upfront cost.”

      Her blind, wet need for me is the interest. Her payment for the years of never apologizing for what she did to me.

      “I want you tonight,” I tell her. “That’s how this will go down. I won’t lift a finger for you until you spread your legs for me. I want them opened wide, I want to taste your soft skin. I want my sheets soaked with your sweat … and other things. And then tomorrow I will be the most diligent worker you’ve ever seen.”

      I wait for her shocked expression and I am not disappointed.
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      I’m trembling, hardly able to stand. It’s a good thing Madden is holding onto me or I would collapse. I had no idea he wanted me so badly. Ever since I arrived back in town I haven’t been able to think about anything but him. I’m a little surprised to hear he feels the same. I would have thought after what I did to him he would never want to see my face again, that he would be repulsed just looking at me. Knowing there’s a mutual attraction makes this deal much easier, I have to admit. It’s just sex, right? Nothing is going to stand in the way of me reaching my goals. If I have to sleep with Madden to get to those goals, it’s not the worst thing in the world. He is both the obstacle and the solution.

      When I try to stand, I bump into him, feeling his erection. I gasp and he laughs darkly.

      I’m feeling bold. Knowing how hot he is for me gives me a sense of power. I lift my chin and say, “Why don’t we get it over with so we can get to work sooner. Let’s do it here. Right now, on one of these tables or the bar.”

      He saunters closer, rubbing against me, making me shudder and lose my breath. The control I felt just moments ago starts to slip away. If he continues down this path I will be putty in his hands. He’ll be able to bend me to his will. Literally. I’m about ready to give into anything he wants.

      “You’re not supposed to love the idea of fucking me so soon,” he says in that dark and sexy way of his that makes me feel so far removed from the gangly boy I used to know. “Are you dying to be with me? Are you desperate for me to make you come?”

      My heart races and my palms start to sweat as he leans into me, kissing my jaw. My breath trembles as his lips move across my cheek to find my lips. I can’t help it. I melt into him. I have no more strength left to resist him any longer.

      He pushes me against the booth beside us and I wait for him to take me, to rip off my clothes and fuck me blind. I bite my lip and quiver with anticipation. I can feel the throb and discomfort that rides the line of pain as my clit swells and my pussy gets wet for him. If he doesn’t shove that cock into me soon, I might just burst.

      But then he pushes away from me, leaving me panting, wanting, and confused by the sudden absence.

      His eyes smolder when he looks at me and says, “That’s not good enough for me. I want everyone in town to see you walk into my place. I want them to gossip.”

      So he has an agenda. I had a feeling he would. He’s not going to let me get away with what I did to him all those years ago. This is about more than just sex. I just don’t know what it is. But if he thinks that’s going to bother me, he’s wrong. I’m not ashamed of sex. Walking into his home after all these years, knowing everyone in town will gossip and probably call me a whore for jumping into bed with him so quickly doesn’t bother me. I don’t care what these people think of me. I never did. I’m not the same person I was back then, but some things never change and that is one of those things. And I’m not going to let Madden have that kind of power over me either.

      I grab him by the collar of the shirt, pulling him to me, and almost laugh when I see the shock in his eyes as they spring open. If he thinks I’m going to let him get any kind of revenge on me, he’s sadly mistaken. No one can have that kind of control on me. Not even the hottest guy I know.

      He tries to resist, even pushes me away at one point. But when I reach out and grab his dick through his pants, his attitude changes. This time I can’t help but smile. He pushes me against the bar window. His lips press against mine, hard and desperate. When he opens his mouth, I do the same, letting our tongues mingle with each other in a soft, slippery tangle. The wetness between my legs soaks through my panties until it’s almost uncomfortable. I need them off. I need everything off.

      As if reading my mind, he begins to strip me of my clothes in a frenzy as though they were on fire. He tears off my shirt and bra first, taking the slightest moment to marvel at my breasts before he’s getting rid of my shorts and panties next. I can tell it’s taking an extraordinary amount of effort on his part to slow down and take it all in. He’s animal-like in his intensity, but there’s also some restraint. He wants to take in this moment, I can tell. He wants what he wanted back then: the entire experience.

      He caresses my breasts, rubbing his thumbs gently across my hard nipples. When I let out a moan, his eyes lock on mine and something silent passes between us. I’m not exactly sure what it is in its entirety just yet. Lust? Longing? I don’t know. But it feels like it’s more than something just physical. There’s something emotional there too. That, or he’s a damn good actor. I guess some men are. That’s why it’s so easy for them to get women into their beds. I’m not going to try to read more into it. Right now I just want his hands on my body, so I focus on that.

      He sinks down to his knees. I watch wide-eyed and excited as he takes one of my bare thighs and puts it over his shoulder, moving it aside just enough for his head to fit between my legs. My entire body begins to shake as his face moves toward me. His eyes stay locked on mine as he kisses the smooth skin of the outer lips of my pussy. His breath and the stubble of his chin tickle me. I moan again as his tongue reaches out and tastes the silky folds.

      “You’re so wet,” he whispers in his deep voice.

      I run my fingers through his thick dark hair. He smiles as I urge him to keep going by bringing his head closer to me. His amazing lips explore this new territory and his tongue seems to have GPS because it has turn-by-turn directions to the most sensitive and wonderful spots on that delicate part of my body. When he starts to suck on my clit, using the perfect amount of pressure and suction, I can’t take it any longer. A long, deep, splendid cry bursts out of me and I throw my head back as my orgasm racks my body, depleting all of my strength.

      Madden doesn’t back down until I’m shaking so violently it’s very possible I might combust. When he detaches his mouth from my clit, the world starts to spin and I have to grab onto the wall to not be thrown off like a kid on a carousel in a playground.

      “Holy shit,” is all I manage to get out. I have no more breath or strength to utter another word.

      I think it’s over. He’s made his point. He can make me come. Is that enough revenge for him? I’ve only barely caught my breath when he stands up, startling me at the speed in which he gets off his knees. His hands are a flash of movement and suddenly his pants are unbuttoned and his dick is out. My mouth hangs open when I see his size. Long and straight and absolutely … perfect. There’s no other way to describe it. If I were to try to wrap my fingers around it, I doubt my thumb would touch my middle finger. That’s what I’ve been missing this whole time? I really should have had sex with him back in high school. Though, back then I might not have been able to handle that much.

      He barely gets the condom on before he’s turning me around, bending me over the table. I wait for the thrust, for the loss of breath and possibly the tinge of pain from being filled with something so large. Instead he presses slowly against me. I’m wet and ready. The first inch presses against me, opening me up and it’s pure heaven. I moan loudly as he pushes deeper inside of me, filling me up, stretching me in the most wonderful way. He holds my hips, keeping an even tempo as he moves in and out. I close my eyes, loving the way he feels, and the way my breasts press against the cold table top. He starts to move faster. When he thrusts hard, bottoming out, I can’t help but scream. He must like the sound of it, because he continues with his thrusts. My ass slaps against his body. He holds each of my ass cheeks, spreading them so he can go even deeper. This sudden intrusion takes my breath away, makes me gasp for air. And then I’m coming again. My entire body starts to shudder involuntarily, eyes rolling in the back of my head. At first I think he came too, but I don’t think he has. All of the fluid dripping down my thighs is from me. He’s wearing a condom, containing everything. I enjoy it more than I should. I didn’t want to love sex with a man who gives me ultimatums.

      He continues his bombardment until my orgasm passes and everything is just pure bliss. We’re at it for an hour before his breathing starts to change. The sounds coming from him are animal-like, feral. Then he stops and I feel his cock pulsing inside of me. If he weren’t wearing a condom, he would be filling me up right now. Part of me wishes I could feel that too.

      He slips off the condom and tosses it in the trash. I smooth down my messy hair and go to the bathroom to clean up. After all of that I feel awkward. When I get into the woman’s bathroom, I lean against the door and close my eyes. Remembering the way he felt inside me turns me on again even though I’m sore from going at it for an hour. I can’t stop thinking about how good he felt. Kissing him was equally as thrilling, though. I hate to admit that to myself. I hate to admit any of this. His kiss was wonderful, intimate … loving in a way. Not what I expected from a man who must really hate me for how I treated him in the past. That amazing kiss, along with the mind-blowing sex and his dark good looks, I’m going to have to keep my head on straight. My control could easily slip away from me if I allowed my walls to come down for even a moment. I can’t—won’t—let that happen with Madden.

      I wash my hands and splash cold water on my face. Looking in the mirror, I can see the glow after sex, the spark in my eyes that wasn’t there before I arrived in Pepperhill.

      “Get your shit together,” I tell my reflection. Standing up straight, I check my clothes and smooth my hair down yet again before going back out into the bar.

      Madden looks put together, not disheveled the way I am. Then again, he didn’t take a pounding like I did. He looks gorgeous and I would love nothing more than to grab him by the shirt collar and drag him back to that table for round two. But I don’t dare do that.

      “It’s late,” I say, noting how dark it has gotten outside. “We should get some rest. We have a lot to do tomorrow.”

      Madden laughs. He stalks toward me and everything starts to tingle again. God, I want him again. When he stands in front of me I can see the muscles beneath his tight shirt. I remember the power in those muscular hips. Oh the self-control it takes to not wrap my arms around his neck and jump on top of him, clinging to his body like a second skin.

      He grins at me and steps back. I sigh.

      “You think we’re even now, that I’m working for you?” he says.

      Anger instantly bubbles to the surface. Is he really going to go back on his word? If so, he’s definitely not the boy I remember. The Madden I knew was an honest and loyal person, even when I didn’t deserve it.

      “You lied to me,” I say, hating the pain in my voice.

      His smile falters for a moment, but only for a second before it’s right back and cockier than ever.

      “No. I don’t lie. A quickie in the bar wasn’t part of the deal.”

      I would hardly call an hour of riotous sex a “quickie” but I don’t argue that point.

      He continues, “You promised me one night in my bed. This was just a freebee. You grabbed me, you decided this.”

      “You knew what I meant. This was the deal and you know it. You’re just playing with words.”

      Not that I’d be upset if I were to spend another night with him, because I wouldn’t. But the fact that he tricked me and I didn’t catch it, has me livid. My pride is far too big to let him get away with it.

      I start to walk away, but he grabs me from behind, holding on between my legs, fingers digging into my pussy. I gasp and whip around to look at him. His eyes burn with lust. Every part of my body burns for him. His hand grazes across my rock-hard nipples.

      “You should be very worried for yourself,” he says in a sultry voice that makes me putty in his hands.

      I hate to admit it, but I’m already addicted to him. After our next and final time fucking, I’ll be obsessed with him. He’ll have all the control, and I’ll never be the same again. After just one time with him I know this as a fact. I have no choice but to go along with this deal because after just one taste, I’m an addict. I want to walk away. From him, from the bar, from this town. I want to regain my self-control, my pride, me. But there’s no going back now. I’ve already become entirely consumed by him, and I know I will be for the rest of my life afterwards.
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      I toss and turn all night. After dropping Lina off at her motel room, I haven’t been able to get her off my mind. I lie in bed until there’s a faint light on the horizon. The sun has barely risen, but I get up anyway. My body feels heavy and I’m burnt out from lack of sleep. And this damn hard-on won’t go away.

      Getting in the shower, I let the warm water cascade over my aching shoulders. I close my eyes and think about Lina’s soft, smooth skin; her pert, round breasts. I can remember the smell of her wet pussy on my lips, the naturally sweet taste of her on my tongue.

      I grab my dick and think about how it felt to be inside her, how her body clenched around me as she came, how she cried out. I jerk my cock quick and hard. It’s a poor substitute for the real thing, but thinking about Lina is enough to get me there within a minute. My dick explodes, sending ropes of cum splashing against the tile wall. I’m panting, exhausted and even more tired than I was before. I need her again. She’s all consuming. I’ve never let the memory of her go, and seeing her again just confirms that she’ll be in my head forever. There’s no letting her go this time.

      As I’m getting out of the shower and drying off, my phone buzzes. My heart gives a little jerk in my chest, thinking it might be Lina, but when I look at the screen, I see it’s my brother.

      “What’s up?” I say, sounding a little annoyed from the disappointment of not seeing Lina’s number, though I don’t mean to be short with him.

      “Lina’s car is ready.”

      There’s a short pause as the disappointment of that news settles over me.

      “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

      Abe laughs. “You sound miserable, little bro. Upset that you won’t get to be Lina’s personal chauffer now?”

      I grunt and hang up on him. He’s still laughing as I end the call.

      Heading to the motel, I listen to the radio. The same song we’d been listening to in the truck the night before comes on. I swear I’m being haunted by her.

      I show up at the motel. As I’m heading toward Lina’s room, I run into Haley. She’s standing in the doorway of the front lobby. She has this annoying, conspiratorial look on her face. I never did like her when we were kids. She was one of the people in the woods that day who discovered me naked in my truck. She’s the one who laughed the loudest, who spread the word through the school. If anyone made the experience as horrible as it was, it was Haley. She was a bully right up until the time when my body started to change, when I started to gain muscle and went from a gangly, awkward teenager to a man. Then suddenly her attitude changed. But I hadn’t. I thought about getting my revenge on her too, about making her fall in love with me then crushing her, but the thought was too gross to even take it seriously. There was no way I could ever pretend to be in love with Haley and have it be believable. Though she was pretty damn clueless, so maybe I’m wrong. It wasn’t until Lina was gone and we were out of school that Haley and I developed a friendship. There was a rumor going around that Haley had gotten pregnant by a teacher. When she told me about Lina spreading that rumor, we bonded over our anger toward her. At one point, I got the feeling she wanted to be more than friends, and I wasn’t having it. Eventually, she met a guy and married him, and we stayed friends.

      “Hi Haley.”

      “Have you heard who’s back in town?” she asks.

      Gossip spreads fast in this town. Like a virus. It’s in the air, on the door handles, jumping from one person to the next, infecting everyone.

      I just shrug.

      “Lina! She’s trying to open her dad’s bar again. Can you believe that? I bet she’s hard up for money and getting desperate. Or maybe she had an affair with a married man in California and had to run from his vengeful wife! She’s such a skank. I’m going to find a way to run her out of town. No one wants her here.”

      Something inside me hardens.

      “Or maybe she just wants to honor her father. You ever think about that? Some people change, you know. Maybe you should try it some time.”

      Her mouth hangs open. I walk away before she can say another word to me. I’m surprised at how defensive I am. It’s not like Lina deserves defending. She was a horrible person just like Haley; that’s why the two of them were best friends. And Haley is a stark reminder of how Lina hurt me. Yet the need to defend her is as strong—if not stronger—than the need to defend myself, or my family, or anyone else I love.

      Lina is walking out of her motel room just as I start to knock on the door. She startles for a moment before she breaks into a wide smile. It’s quickly gone, as if she’s surprised by her own reaction to me and tries to hide it. But I saw it. She was happy to see me.

      “Your car is ready,” I tell her.

      “Oh. Okay.”

      She’s quiet on the drive to Abe’s shop. Not the comfortable kind of silence either. The air is heavy with unspoken words. I’m not sure if it has something to do with last night, or something else. I want to ask but the words get caught in my throat.

      Eventually I get fed up with it. I need to know what’s on her mind. Asking might make me sound weak, like I care about her feelings, but right now I don’t care. I start to open my mouth, only she beats me to it.

      “Are you and Haley close?” she says.

      I raise my eyebrows, taking my eyes off the road for a moment to glance at her. The words sound surprisingly jealous. Lina must have been watching for me out the window of her motel room.

      “There was a moment where we started to get close, right after you ran away—” I explain, but she interrupts me before I can finish.

      “I didn’t run away. My mom dragged me to California. I never wanted to go.”

      She folds her arms across her chest and grumbles something under her breath that sounds like “didn’t take you long to move on”. I ask her to speak louder so I can hear her. She tells me, “Never mind. I didn’t say anything.”

      The truth is nothing ever happened with me and Haley. After Lina left, Haley reached out to me. I didn’t care why. All I cared about was finding out what happened with Lina. I figured since the two of them were best friends, she of all people would know where and why she went. But Lina never contacted her. It was as though she’d fallen off the face of the earth.

      I can tell Lina has more questions to ask, but she’s not talking to me. She doesn’t say another word and her mood seems sour. That is until we get to the shop. As soon as the truck stops, she hops out and goes straight for Abe who rolls out from under an old Mustang when he sees us arrive.

      Suddenly Lina’s mood changes. She smiling and laughing at something Abe said. It shouldn’t, but seeing her with him like that, happy and beautiful, sends a storm of jealousy through me. I get back in my truck, slam the door. They stare at me as the engine roars to life and I speed off with a shower of gravel flinging up from my spinning tires.
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      I sit on a bench made of a truck bed and graciously accept the cup of coffee Abe gives me even though it tastes like diesel fuel. As the caffeine rushes through my system I start to come alive.

      “What’s his problem?” I say about Madden. He didn’t even bother to say goodbye before rushing off. I guess I was being sort of a brat by ignoring him in the truck. It surprised me about him and Haley getting “close” after I left. What does that even mean? Close as in hanging out, or close as in seeing each other naked? The thought makes me shudder and makes me more than just a little bit sick to my stomach. I try to tell myself not to be jealous, but I am. Why couldn’t he have been with anyone other than Haley? She’s such a bitch. I bet she would just love to rub her affair with Madden in my face. I think she knew back then, in high school, that I secretly liked him. That’s why she wanted to humiliate him. She couldn’t stand the thought of someone liking me and not her.

      Ugh. I just want to scream right now.

      Abe chuckles to himself. “I can think of a few things.”

      “He’s so different. He went from being such a kind kid to a brute.”

      Abe looks curiously at me. “What do you mean?”

      I tell him about the time when I went out in my front yard to fetch the newspaper and dropped it in a mud puddle. I panicked because I knew my mom would be furious. She liked to read the newspaper every morning. One interruption to her morning routine and her whole day was shot. And guess who took the brunt of her bad mood? Madden had seen the worry on my face and the sodden paper in my hands. He brought his paper over and traded me. He always did things like that. It wasn’t the first or last time by any means.

      Abe says, “Madden is still kind. He volunteers for Meals on Wheels, taking food to elderly and disabled people. He’s always the first person to offer a hand to those in need, and he would give his friends the shirt off his back if they asked for it. But at some point, it’s possible he grew all that muscle to protect himself. Like scar tissue over a wound. You and your friends weren’t exactly kind to him and that didn’t stop just because you left. He endured the harassment and humiliation far longer than he should have and he didn’t deserve it. Not even a little bit.”

      His words leave me speechless. I know he’s right but I hate admitting it. If I could go back in time, I would change it all.

      “I know we weren’t nice to him. It got out of hand. Things got worse after Haley found out I liked Madden. She became obsessed with the idea of me and Madden hooking up.”

      “Why would she care about you and Madden hooking up?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it was strange too.”

      “Haley has always been about drama. Who knows what goes through that sadistic mind of hers?” He goes to the mini fridge and pulls out an ice cream bar, hands me one and sits down. “Why did your mom take you away from here?” he asks. “I heard my parents talking about it after you left. Everyone in the town was a little shocked when your parents split. They seemed pretty happy.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve asked my mom about it over the years but she never gave me a straight answer. They never fought and always seemed like they were happy together. My mom even seemed devastated when we left. The strangest part to me was when my dad would come to visit us in California, and they got along so well. Nothing like a couple who couldn’t make a marriage work.”

      Abe shrugs. “Small town mysteries make for good gossip.”

      “Yeah, I guess they do.”

      “For the longest time I thought it had to do with Haley,” Abe says.

      “What? Haley? What would Haley have to do with my parents split?” My head goes to the worst possible conclusions, but I know none of those could be true.

      “I heard your mom and dad arguing one night about Haley. I was out on the roof sneaking a cigarette. They were on their back patio. It was right before the thing happened with you and Madden. I think your mom knew Haley was pregnant.”

      I stare at him, confused.

      “You look shocked,” he says.

      “Of course I’m shocked. Why would my mom not tell me then that Haley was pregnant?”

      He shrugs. “I assumed you knew.”

      “It’s all news to me. I had no idea. In fact, I was surprised as hell to find out Haley had an eight-year-old daughter.”

      “Now you just shocked the hell out of me too.”

      “I should go,” I say. “I need to get back to the bar. Madden still isn’t helping so I’m on my own. I have a lot of work to do.

      On the drive back to the bar I can’t help but wonder if the town drama is bigger than what happened with me ambushing Madden in the car years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Lina

          

        

      

    

    
      I get to the bar, surprised to see Madden is already here. I’m also surprised by the thrill it gives me. By the way he’d sped away from Abe’s garage, I thought he was furious.

      He’s in the parking lot filling in the big crack that caused the damage to my car. He’s not wearing a shirt. His lean, muscular arms flex as he works. Sweat beads along his tan skin. And that ass in those jeans … damn. Seeing him like this reminds me of the insane night we had at the bar, and I’m turned on all over again. I compose myself for a moment before I get out of my car and walk over to him, careful not to appear as flustered as I feel.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, though it’s obvious. Mostly I want to know why. He doesn’t seem interested in helping without getting something in return, and fixing the cracks in the parking lot wasn’t part of that deal.

      “I really don’t feel like dragging your busted car out of the cracks again,” he says as he wipes the road tar from his hands onto his jeans. He’s dirty from working. I imagine him walking into the shower, water glistening over his strong, naked body.

      I shake my head to rid myself of the thoughts. I haven’t been able to stop lusting after him since the time we spent together. He’s stuck in my head and I have a feeling I’m not going to be able to get him out of there for quite some time, if ever.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He winks at me. I look away so he can’t see me blush.

      I help him finish with the cracks. There’s more to be filled other than the one that wrecked my car. By the time we’re done the sun is high above our heads, beating down on us. I feel it blistering the scalp of my hairline and making me exhausted. We’re both covered in dirt and grime and my clothes stick to me, but not in a sexy way.

      “I feel disgusting,” I tell him. “I need to get cleaned up.”

      “Follow me.”

      He walks away before I have time to respond, so I follow him. He walks into the woods behind the bar. We follow a trail through the trees until we reach the creak. There’s a watering hole where all of us used to swim as kids.

      Being here again brings up so many memories. The rope swing in the tree just off shore is there still, but frayed and dangerous-looking. I doubt anyone would be brave enough to trust their weight on it anymore. I remember the girls laying on the big rocks, sun bathing, the boys jumping off the taller rocks into the deep end and trying to dunk each other under the water. It was so much fun. I wonder if anyone still comes here. It doesn’t look like it’s used too often. The trail is almost non-existent and the plants along the shore are no longer trampled by bare feet getting in and out of the water, or towels being laid down.

      I stare at Madden as he pulls off his jeans. His boxer-briefs fit him fantastically, showing off some gorgeous muscular legs. “The water is nice,” he says. “Take those dirty clothes off and come swim with me.” When I give him an apprehensive look he says, “You can keep your underwear on.” Then he laughs.

      The water does look nice, and I’m burning up. Everything beneath my clothes feels swampy, and I would love to clean myself up and cool down. I look around making sure no one is nearby before stripping down into my bra and panties and rushing into the creek. The initial shock of the cold water is startling at first, but then I quickly get used to it and start to swim around. Feels like the fountain of youth. Being here reminds me of being a kid again. I lay on my back and let myself float to the surface. Madden bumps into me. He’s doing the same thing. He holds onto my arm so we don’t drift apart from each other.

      We float like this for a long time, the sun warming our faces. This time the silence between us is perfect. There’s nothing awkward or uncomfortable. We’re just sharing and enjoying each other’s company. It’s good enough just being in his presence.

      After a while he stands up, the water is to the middle of his chest. It’s significantly higher on me, reaching my neck. Even then I have to stand on my tip toes. He puts his hands on my waist and lifts me up so that I don’t have to strain myself. It’s a sweet gesture for someone who wishes to seek revenge. I think that’s what he started off wanting. I have a feeling he wanted me to fall in love with him so that he could reject me in turn. He wanted to devastate me and turn on me the way I did him. So he would have the last laugh. But I don’t think that’s necessarily what he wants anymore. I’d like to think, without the influence of others, his feelings are starting to change. There is an affection between us that sparked the instant we saw each other. I felt it and I think he did too.

      Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this is all part of the plan. Maybe he has built his walls up so high that I can no longer get past them. Abe says he’s still the same sweet boy that he used to be. I hope he’s right and that I didn’t ruin him. I have to trust that. If I’m wrong and he breaks my heart, well, I guess I deserve that.

      “I remember coming out here and you had on that neon green bikini, remember that thing?” he asks.

      I laugh. “I loved that thing. I think I still have it somewhere at my mom’s house.”

      “It was so bright that it almost glowed. You’d lay out on the rocks over there.” He points over to the cluster of rocks on the hill beside the creek where there’s a small waterfall that kids used to use like a water slide. It’s barely a trickle now. “All the boys use to stare and watch you sun bathe, like you were some glowing green goddess on her alter.”

      “Remember when you saved me from the rattle snake?” I know he remembers because of the little smile the comes to his lips. “The snake was sunbathing on the rocks and I hadn’t seen it. I heard the rattle first. It was coiled up on that same rock and when my friends heard it, they screamed, which only agitated the snake more. I thought for sure I was a goner because the nearest hospital is fifty miles away. I waited for it to strike, but you came out of nowhere and killed it with a rock.”

      “That’s one of those moments you don’t forget,” he said, chuckling.

      “No kidding.”

      He pulls me closer and bends his head. I close my eyes as his lips brush against mine. He smells like tar, soap, aftershave, man. I sniff him in, feeling euphoric and wild from the scent of him, and yet calm and safe at the same time. His strength is a sense of comfort. When he brings me even closer to him, deepening the kiss, I wrap my legs around his waist, clinging to him. His hard-on rubs me in just the right place. Only a pair of thin boxers and panties keeps me from what I want.

      Before things have a chance to go too far, he says, “No freebies,” and pulls away. He swims to shore and promptly gets dressed. I follow him. As he pulls his shirt over his head, he says, “My place, now.”

      My heart thunders as we walk back to the bar. I get in my car and he gets in his truck and I watch him leave. I know exactly where he lives. It’s next to my old house.

      I take a deep breath. This is a bad idea. I don’t have to do this. If I go with him, to his house, I know my heart will forever be changed. I won’t stand a chance after this. I can turn around and go back to the motel—hell, I can drive away, back to California and stop getting pulled back into the past where there are secrets and mistakes, some of which I never knew about that seem to still be playing out.

      I could do that. I could just go. But I don’t. I start my car and I follow him.
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      I bought the family home after my parents sold their business to Abe. We built a set of apartments on the back of the property where my parents live. It’s easier to maintain than the three-thousand square-feet of house. They’re getting older. My mom’s struggle to keep up with the cleaning and my dad’s struggle to make it up and down the stairs was becoming too much. They didn’t want to get rid of the home, so me taking it over was the best solution. And I guess part of me wanted to stay near Lina’s childhood home too. I have good memories of running amok in the neighborhood. That one bad moment in high school couldn’t ultimately undo all the good there was.

      Lina’s home is still for sale next door. Her mom put it on the market after her dad died but no one has bought it.

      Lina pulls into my driveway shortly after I arrive home. I realize that she’s never been inside before. When I was just a scrawny kid, I never had the courage to invite her over. Abe had a few girlfriends, so it’s not like it’s the first time a girl has been under our roof. But this is clearly different. This is me and Lina. This is the past mixing with the present.

      I have to remind myself that we already had sex at the bar so her being here shouldn’t be making me this nervous. I keep telling myself, but I know this is different somehow. I know in my heart this encounter between us is meaningful. A next step.

      I answer the door when Lina arrives. She looks around at all the family pictures still on the wall. Not much has changed about the house except the fact that there’s not as much stuff since we moved it over to the apartment. For the most part, it’s empty. There’s just too much house to fill and it all still reminds me of my childhood home no matter what new things I bring in, so I don’t bother.

      “I always wondered what it looked like in here. I guess I thought maybe you guys were hoarders since you never let me inside.”

      I laugh. “I would’ve let you in if you’d asked.”

      “Did you ever come into my home?”

      “No,” I say, though I’d pictured what her room looked like a million times.

      “I’m surprised it’s still up for sale. It was a nice place. I miss it.”

      The way she says it, so longingly, makes my heart sink for her. She never came back after her mom took her to California. I watched for her. Late at night, when I would hear cars outside, I would jump up to see who it was, hoping I’d see her walking into her old home. But it never happened. After her dad died, it was horribly quiet at a place that used to be so alive to me.

      “Come on,” I say, and lead her upstairs to my room. I could have moved into the master bedroom downstairs, but it felt weird to move into my parents’ old room, so I kept mine upstairs—minus the Spiderman sheets and posters of video games on the walls. Now it just looks like your typical bachelor pad, everything black or white. Nothing on the walls.

      I lead her to my room. I’m oddly nervous. We’ve been through this, but this is different. This will change everything. I turn toward her, thinking of how this should start. I’m not normally a nervous person. If anything, I can be over-confident at times.

      Turns out, I don’t need to think much because she’s already pushing me toward the bed, making the first move. She kisses me long and slow. Her hands are on my chest and then they’re taking off my shirt. Her fingers slide across my skin, her eyes hooded and hungry.

      “You have an incredible body. You’re so different than what I remember,” she says.

      I know what she means, but I pretend offense. “Was I so bad before?”

      She giggles. “Of course not. But you were a boy then. You’ve become such a beautiful man.”

      The way she says is, so full of awe and wanting, gives me the boost of confidence I need. I grab her and pull her into my arms. Her arms wrap around my shoulders and her legs around my waist. I run my fingers through her hair and press my lips against hers, hard and fast. Her mouth opens, inviting my tongue in. I love the taste of her mouth, so sweet. Her tongue is soft and flirts with mine in the most delicious way.

      I put her back on the bed so I can strip her clothes away. While I’m pulling off her top, she’s unbuttoning my jeans and boxers. I shimmy out of them and pull her skirt up to her waist and her panties to the ground.

      My hands cup around her generous ass, squeezing and kneading. I reach between her legs. She’s already wet. She lets out a soft whimper that brings out the animal in me. My hands linger over her body, taking in every curve, every freckle, every scar. I get to enjoy her in a way that I wasn’t able to during our encounter at the bar. The lights are on, I see everything, and it’s a glorious sight. All that flesh, all that beauty, waiting for me, and I plan to touch every inch of it.

      I start with her breasts and work my way down until I’m in the spot I’ve been hungering for since our first time. Soft and wet, I lick the delicate entrance of the most perfect pussy I’ve ever seen and felt. Being inside her was like being held by a cashmere glove making a tight fist. I want so badly to be inside of her again, but I don’t want to rush this. There is plenty of time for that.

      Getting off my knees, I lay on my back. She climbs on top of me with a sassy little smile. I think she’s going to straddle my waist, but instead she turns around with her ass to me and straddles my face. She starts to ride my eager tongue, gyrating her hips and moaning loud enough to the fill house with her sounds. I love hearing her, how much she enjoys my efforts.

      She bends over, giving me a delightful view of her asshole as she takes my cock in her mouth. I almost come the second I feel her warm breath against my skin, but manage to hold back. She seems to have a hard time swallowing it down at first. As she finds her rhythm and allows her throat to open, she manages to take the whole thing. And holy shit does it feel amazing. I force myself not to think about how she got so good at it. All I want to think about is her, alone, with me. She’s mine now. There’s no denying our connection, and I’m done trying to force these feelings down. Maybe I loathed her once for what she did, but the closer we get, the more those old feelings evaporate and I realize Lina isn’t that girl anymore. It seems she’s grown up more than most of us. Maybe it took moving to California, where she was no longer the ruler of the school, to change her wicked ways. Or maybe her maturity came with age. I don’t know. But what I do know is I’m falling hard.

      We sixty-nine until she comes. I continue the monumental task of holding on. I’m not done with her yet. Not even close. I plan to spend the entire night making her feel good.

      I don’t let her relax after she comes. I plan to keep at it until she can’t move. She rolls on top of me, straddling my waist. The way she looks me in the eyes, slowly rolling her hips, and watching me carefully, I can see she’s different. There is good in her. There always has been. I knew that as a kid, but she kept it hidden from everyone else. She was too worried about her reputation as queen bitch to show her softer side, but she’s not afraid of it anymore. She really has changed. Right now, seeing that kindness in her turns me on even more. I take her by the hips and start to thrust hard and fast until she’s screaming and her eyes roll in the back of her head.

      “Oh, god, oh yes,” she cries until the words become gibberish and there are only grunts and gasps as she comes again.

      I flip her over, onto her stomach and fuck her from behind. Our skin slaps together, and I spank her beautiful ass, loving the way it jiggles. She grabs the pillow, squeezing it into her fists. I want to push her to her limits. See how far she’s willing to let me go. I use the pad of my thumb and rub it against her asshole. She moans louder. Her cries are muffled as she buries her face into my sheets. She likes it. I smile to myself, knowing that soon, I’ll be able to have her in every way possible. Not tonight, though. Tonight is about connecting again. But this won’t be the last time. I’m not letting her disappear again.

      After several hard thrusts I can’t hold it in any longer. I come inside of her. And for some reason, my muddled, post-orgasm brain goes right back to the past, to that night in my truck when a group of my classmates stood around with their flashlights, shining them through the windows of my truck while I was lying there prone and naked. I could see all of their amused faces, hear all of their laughter. My eyes had locked on Lina’s. She was the only one not smiling or laughing. She stared at me with a painful expression.

      I roll away from Lina and lay beside her, trying to catch my breath while looking up at the ceiling.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks. Her fingers glide across my sweaty chest, playing with my nipples and bellybutton. Remembering her, that pained expression, makes me see her in a different light.

      My plan was to make her fall in love with me, then hurt her by pushing her away and humiliating her the way she had done to me, but if she never meant to hurt me, then my revenge seems particularly harmful.

      “Did I ever stand a chance with you when we were kids?” I ask. “Or did you just agree to sleep with me as a cruel prank?”

      She touches me gently on the shoulder. I roll over to face her. Her smile is as soft as an angel’s. “I was in love with you. I guess I’ve been trying to block those memories out because they were too painful, but being here, at the creek, at the bar, it’s bringing up so many memories I thought were lost forever. But I do remember loving you and being excited to lose my virginity to you. I even wrote it down in my diary. That was my first mistake. Haley snuck up on me and read the whole thing. She told all of our friends. We weren’t called the bitch squad for nothing. They tormented me, humiliated me and threatened to tell my parents if I didn’t go along with the prank. Haley was the worst of them. She just wouldn’t let it go and it all got so out of control. And the weirdest part was, even after the prank, Haley kept bugging me about it. She was trying to get me to fuck you. She wanted me to. It became her obsession. She was teasing me for being a virgin and bragging that she wasn’t …”

      She starts to shake and I can tell these memories are upsetting her.

      A tear rolls down her cheek. I wipe it away and try to console her. “You don’t have to talk about it,” I say.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “I never wanted to hurt you. That was never my intention.”

      “I know that now. It’s all right. Don’t think about it anymore.”

      My mind is going a million miles an hour as I absorb what she just told me. Haley apologized to me after Lina moved away and made an obvious effort to try to get close to me. She told me that Lina set everything up, but even then I didn’t fully believe it because there were a lot of inconsistencies with her story. For someone who lied all the time, she wasn’t very good at it. I didn’t think too much of her lies and didn’t overthink them because I was so mad at Lina and thought of her as the bad guy through the whole thing. I even let Haley into my life because I was desperate for part of Lina to stay with me. I was pissed at her, of course, and I thought she was the most horrible person I’d ever met, but at the same time, I couldn’t just get over those feelings for her.

      “To be honest, I’m surprised you and Haley became friends,” Lina says.

      “No more surprised than me. She was trying hard. I thought maybe she was wracked with guilt.” She laughs and I do too because knowing Haley, that’s preposterous. Part of me knew that back then, but I guess I was feeling sorry for myself and wanted it to be true.

      I say, “I remember, senior year, shortly after you’d left, and Haley was very obviously pregnant, she was trying particularly hard to get close to me.”

      She seems to marvel at that. “Do you know who the father is?” she asks.

      I laugh and look at her confused. “Are you joking?” But the look on her face makes me realize that she’s clearly not. “Weren’t you the one who spread the rumor that one of her teachers knocked her up?”

      Her eyes go wide, seeming horrified. “I would never do anything like that. I didn’t even know she was pregnant until a couple days ago when I arrived.”

      My head hurts. I don’t know who has been lying to me. If Lina is telling the truth, that means Haley lied to me and was trying to get close to me while I was hurt and fragile. For some dumb reason I’d trusted her.
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      It’s not the sunlight peeking through the curtains, or the clanging of dishes that wake me up the next morning. It’s a heavenly smell. My eyelids stretch open and look around Madden’s room. Then I look beside me and see he’s not there. For a panicked moment, I fear he’s ditched me and this is part of his revenge against me, but as I wake up further, I know that’s not true. Something in my gut tells me he wouldn’t do that to me. Not now. Not after last night. We bonded, I know we did. When he looked in my eyes, I know he felt the same way about me that I do about him. If he denies it, he’s only lying to himself.

      Careful footsteps climb up the stairs, bringing that amazing scent closer to me. Then Madden comes around the corner, into the room. He’s holding a tray full of pancakes, sausage, and eggs. I’ve eaten nothing but vending machine junk food from the motel since I arrived and the food smells so good I might just maul him if he tried to take it away.

      “Thought you might be hungry after last night,” he says with a wink.

      I sit up, excited. He laughs. “Starving,” I say.

      “Sexy as hell, good in bed, and a fabulous cook? How are you still single?” I ask him as I spread butter over the pancakes and cover them in warm syrup.

      “I guess I’ve just been waiting for the right person to come back to town.”

      I almost choke on the giant bite of pancake I shoved in my mouth. He chuckles at my expression and stands up. “I have to go help Abe out at the shop for a couple hours this morning. Finish eating, take a shower if you want. There are fresh towels in the closet.”

      He kisses my forehead, so sweet and soft. I can get used to this. I can see myself waking up every morning to that perfect face, to those delicate kisses.

      I take a deep breath and try to shove those thoughts away. I know we’re starting to connect, but I’m not delusional. I hurt him and I don’t know if what I did is forgivable. Right now he’s being flirty; we just slept together. I’m not going to take his words and a fabulous breakfast in bed as an indicator that he wants to spend the rest of his life with me.

      After he leaves I take a shower and wash my clothes. And to be honest, I poke through his stuff a little while I wait. I look at old family albums and see the progression as he changed from a skinny awkward kid into the beautiful man that he is now. His mother liked taking pictures of him. There are hundreds of him and Abe. My mom was never like that. I wish she had been. I hardly have any pictures of my father or my childhood.

      After my clothes are dry, I leave. Standing outside by my car, I look over at my old house, the for sale sign staked into the brown lawn. So many good memories in that house. I miss it.

      I decide to call my mom. She never told me about putting it up for sale or that it hadn’t sold. She never wanted to talk about our life in Pepperhill. Whenever I would bring it up, she would change the subject. It seemed like some kind of secret we were never supposed to talk about. I always thought it had something to do with my dad. Maybe their marriage was never as happy as it seemed, and maybe one of them had an affair—which seems impossible, but you never know. Seems everyone is full of secrets in this town.

      I call my mom. I’m in the mood for answers. But she doesn’t answer. I leave a message and head for the bar.

      I’m scrubbing the wood floors, sanding them, and putting on a new coat of stain. Madden shows up with his truck to unload lumber for part of the bar and the tables that need to be replaced. It’s hard to get any work done when we can’t seem to keep our hands off of each other. We have deep conversations and silly, light-hearted ones. We revert right back into the friendship we had before Haley ruined it all, and then we’re touching each other again.

      He’s just finished replacing part of the counter at the bar when he says, “Stay with me.”

      I stop sanding. Sweat drips into my eyes. I use the sleeve of my shirt to wipe it away. “What?” I ask, a little surprised. That’s a big jump, going from him basically bribing me to have sex with him to then asking me to stay at his place.

      “There’s no sense in you paying to stay at that gross motel when I have a huge house all to myself. We can go get your stuff and you can check out tonight.”

      Sleeping in a comfortable bed without the sound of arguing and then drunken make up sex going on in the next room does sound appealing. And if I’m being honest with myself, so does waking up next to Madden. But staying with him will only deepen the feelings that are scaring me to death right now, and he’s still so cocky, so I’m not fully sure I can trust him yet. I don’t want to take the chance that he plans to hurt me.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      He looks like he wants to argue, but I don’t give him the chance. Instead, I turn my back to him and stir the stain for the counter.

      “The offer still stands if you change your mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      Madden grabs his tools and leaves. I have a feeling he’s not happy with my decision but he doesn’t say as much.

      I go back to the motel. It’s midnight and I’m exhausted. I can’t wait to get in the shower and wash all the sawdust off of me. When I go to my room I can hear the couple next door fighting, yet again. How do two people find so much to argue about?

      I drop my purse on the bed and go into the bathroom. Just as I’m about to turn on the shower, I see a giant spider on the handle and jump back with a scream. In any other setting I’m sure someone would be banging on the door to make sure I’m all right, but around here, people are used to that.

      I leave the bathroom afraid to kill it. That thing looks big enough to beat me up if it wanted to. I guess I’m not getting a shower tonight.

      Dejected, I go over to the bed and a cockroach scurries across the floor in front of me. “Are you kidding?” I mumble to myself. Madden was right. This place is gross.

      I grab my purse and head to the manager’s office. The look on Haley’s face is as sour and bitter as they come. I used to want to look like her. I thought she was so pretty. But it’s clear staying hateful will age you. I’m glad I changed. Leaving this town, though heartbreaking, might have been the best thing for me after all.

      “Can I help you?” she says in the most obvious, snotty tone she can possibly take. She’s not even trying to pretend to be nice to me anymore. I want to throw it back at her and ask her why she lied and told Abe and Madden that I spread rumors about her, but I’m too tired for that right now.

      “My room is full of bugs. Is there any way I can get a new one?”

      “Sorry, no other vacancies.”

      I know that’s a lie. This place is hardly full. It’s not like Pepperhill is next to a freeway or in a bustling part of the state where anyone would dream of passing through. There’s nothing around here for miles.

      “Are you sure?” I ask again, starting to feel desperate.

      She puts her elbows on the table and gives me a fake smile as she lays her chin in her palms. “Did I stutter?”

      Man, I would love to punch her in the face right now. “Fine, then I’m checking out.”

      “Suit yourself,” she says.

      I leave the motel and go to the bar. I guess this is where I’ll be staying for the duration of my stay in Pepperhill. There’s nowhere to sleep but one of the booths. It won’t be comfortable, but it will have to do.

      Eventually I fall asleep after tossing and turning, trying to find a spot that doesn’t make my arms go numb or my back ache. It’s a fretful sleep which is why I wake up immediately when I hear the sound of tires screeching outside the bar. I look at my phone. It’s three in the morning. My heart starts to pound. If someone is up at three in the morning, chances are they’re up to no good. I jump up, bumping my knee on the table. It hurts like hell, but that’s the least of my concerns.

      I look out the window, seeing a car’s break lights come on just as they disappear around the corner. I can’t tell what kind of car or even the color because it’s just outside of the glow of the street lamps. All I can tell is that it’s some kind of sedan.

      Running outside, my world starts to sink. Whoever it was has splashed red paint all over the front of the building and sidewalk. I step out further to see just how much the paint covers. I scream when I step on something sharp. Looking down I see that whoever vandalized my place has covered the parking lot in nails as well. This time when I scream it’s out of frustration. Luckily the nail isn’t in my foot too deep. There’s only a minor cut. Just enough to put me in a rage.

      I go back into the bar and call Madden. He must not have been sleeping well either because he picks up on the second ring and doesn’t sound all that tired. I tell him what happened and I can tell he’s holding in his frustration as well. We both have been working so hard and someone came right behind us and ruined our efforts.

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

      He arrives soon after. I’m still sitting in the front of the building, this time holding the bat that my dad kept behind the bar just in case the vandals decide to come back. Madden steps out of his truck. Though shadows cast over his face I can still see the anger there. He looks scary when he’s mad.

      “Son of a bitch,” he says when he sees the extent of the damage.

      “Tell me about it.”

      His eyes shift over to me. They go wide when he sees the way I’m holding my foot.

      “Please tell me that’s paint,” he says.

      The wound isn’t deep, but there’s a lot of blood. “They threw nails all over the parking lot,” I say. “I think I got most of them. There was a magnet in my dad’s tool box. I’ll check in the morning after the sun comes up.”

      He looks ready to kill someone. Walking toward me, he lifts me off the ground as if I weigh nothing and takes me inside the bar. He sets me down on the bench seat and goes into the office to find a first aid kit. He’s go gentle while cleaning my foot and applying a bandage.

      “You’re staying with me,” he says.

      “But—”

      “No. There’s no arguing this time. If whoever did this comes back, they might take it out on you instead of the property. You’re not leaving my side tonight. You’re going to stay where I can protect you.”

      He doesn’t leave any room for argument, so I nod and agree.

      He drives me to his house, leaving my car behind in the parking lot. I’m afraid it will be vandalized too, but Madden doesn’t trust that someone hasn’t tampered with it.

      We’re both so tired by the time we get back to his place that I pass out in his arms the moment my head hits the pillow.

      The next morning when I wake up, he’s gone. I look around but there’s no note and I’m stuck at his home without a car. I try to call him but there’s no answer. I decide to walk back to the bar. It’s only a couple miles away. Walking will suck in this heat, but at least it’s early enough that it’s not that hot. I’m glad my foot doesn’t hurt anymore or this walk would be far worse.

      As I walk I wonder where he went and why he didn’t tell me he was leaving. Maybe he had to work with Abe, or maybe he went to go get breakfast. If that’s the case, I might run into him on his way back. I’m not too concerned about it. Right now I just need to get back to the bar and see what other horrors I might find in the light of day. It’s possible there will be far more damage than I first suspected. I never went to check out the back of the bar.

      Fear trembles in my stomach. My foot starts to hurt far worse than it did last night, and the further I get into my trek, the more I limp. I suppose I was too adrenaline drunk to really feel it then. I definitely feel it now.

      When I finally get to the bar I’m thrilled and confused to see there are no traces of paint anywhere. Madden’s truck is parked out front and so is Abe’s. Abe is standing outside smoking a cigarette.

      “How is this even possible?” I say to him, baffled. I was sure it would take at least several days to clean up.

      “Madden has been cleaning it all night. He finally passed out in his truck a few minutes ago.” He points at the truck and I see Madden’s boots hanging out the window where his feet rest. I smile at the image and warmth spreads through my chest. “He called me this morning and asked if I would check your car to see if the vandals messed with it. Looks good. They placed some nails behind the tires, I suspect in the hopes that you would run them over, but it’s fine.” He snorts and looks over at Madden’s truck. “You’re in trouble, you know that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My brother is falling for you. He’s gone through a lot of shit to help you out. That guy is dedicated. If you don’t feel the same, you might want to tell him now before it gets too deep. I don’t think he’ll survive another heartbreak from you.”

      I blush and look down, feeling overwhelmed with happiness and fear at the same time. Not only that, but shame from the way I’ve treated him in the past. I hope what Abe is saying is true.
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      It’s day five in Pepperhill and the bar is ready for business. I can’t help but fret a bit. It’s the last day of my agreement with Madden. After this, there’s no reason for him to help me anymore. I don’t know if I can run this place on my own. I know I can manage some stuff, but having his support would be so much better.

      He finishes rolling the last cask of whiskey into the back room. The muscles in his arms ripple as he rolls the giant barrel, and when he passes me, I can’t help but ogle his ass. He looks back, catching me before I can turn away, and smirks. I sit down on the bench and wait for him to come back from the storage room after putting the whiskey away.

      “I call that a full day’s work. There’s nothing left to do today. It’s quitting time,” he says, coming back into the bar, grabbing his keys from the counter and heading toward the door.

      Back at his place, we’re lounging in his living room, rewarding ourselves with some ice-cold beers, our feet propped up on the coffee table. It all feels so easy.

      “I’m pretty amazed that you’ve resisted hooking up with me again, considering you’ve been sleeping here, even if you’ve slept on my couch,” he says.

      He’s not wrong. It has been hard fighting those urges. He wanted me to continue sleeping in his bed with him, but I know I would lose that fight. At least on the couch, away from him, I had some control—albeit, not much. But I have too much pride for that. If anything was going to happen, it was going to be him making the first move.

      “Believe it or not, I have some self-control.”

      He laughs like I just told him a joke.

      “I want to talk to you about something,” I say.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Is this the part where you beg?”

      I roll my eyes. “I just wanted to thank you for helping me. I was hoping you would help me with my launch and maybe help me by finding some employees. No one is this town is going to set foot in this place. They hate me. No one is returning my calls. But I’ve noticed some increased traffic in the area as we get closer to re-opening. I think that’s a good sign, but I know it’s not going to happen without help. People listen to you.”

      Madden moves closer to me and touches my cheek. My heart beats rapidly any time he touches me. His simple touch is enough to turn me on instantly. As he caresses my cheek and then my neck, I close my eyes and say, “I need you.” He can take those words as he will, whether he thinks I’m talking about the bar or my desire. Neither answer is wrong.

      His touch moves from my neck and down to my chest, just barely gliding over the fabric over my breasts, making my nipples hard. I moan as his thumb rubs in circles over them.

      “How bad do you need me?” he says, his hushed voice deep and full of want.

      “I need you more than anything.”

      His hand goes to the back of my head, making a fist in my hair, tilting my head back so I’m looking him in the eyes.

      “Get on your knees and beg me,” he says, his voice dripping with sex.

      My body starts to throb for him. I would never beg for anything, but fuck my pride. I’ll beg him for anything if it means having him inside me again.

      “Please,” I grovel, my gaze sliding down to the hard mound in his jeans. He unbuttons his pants and slides his massive cock out of the opening of his boxers. I can feel my wetness soaking my panties. “I need you so bad.” My voice is barely a whisper. He pushes my face down to his dick. I open my mouth eagerly as he pushes himself down my throat.

      “God your mouth feels good.” He groans and pushes my head down even further. I relax my jaw and throat to take more of him in. “You like sucking my cock?”

      I moan in response and feel his dick swell, almost causing me to choke.

      “Oh, baby, you’re amazing,” he says. He thrusts his hips faster, fucking my mouth as he holds my head in place.

      Suddenly he pulls out when he gets to a point where he might not be able to stop. He kisses me long and deep. My pussy pulses, wet and desperate. I can’t take it anymore and push him onto the couch. His smile stretches his face and he rushes to strip his clothes off. I do the same. Climbing on top of him, I straddle his waist. I bite my lip as he fills me up, and gasp when he bottoms out. He’s so deep it almost hurts, but in the most amazing way possible. I ride him slow at first. He holds onto my hips and throws his head back as I start to rotate and grind.

      “Your pussy is so tight. You’re going to make me come.”

      “Not yet,” I tell him. “I’m not done with you.”

      I slow down to keep him from busting, and pull off of him, kissing my way from his lips, down his body until I reach his cock. I can taste myself on him as I give his balls the attention they deserve. His pushes my hair back to he can watch me work.

      When I’m done giving him the extra attention, I make my way back toward his mouth, snaking my tongue with his so he can taste my pussy on his lips. He works his fingers inside me and I come so fast and hard that my vision starts to blur. His fingers are coated with my juices. He licks them one by one, making a show of how much he enjoys the flavor.

      “I got you something,” I tell him. “It’s in my purse, take a look.”

      The last time we fooled around he rubbed his thumb against my asshole. I knew then he was kinky and liked to play dirty. Luckily for him, so do I.

      He looks curiously at me and riffles through my purse until finding the bottle of lube I bought at the drug store. He lifts an eyebrow.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” he asks as if he’s a little timid to automatically assume.

      I take the bottle from him and open it. Taking his hand, I lather up two of his fingers and open my legs. He starts to touch my pussy with them, but I shake my head and lead his hands further back. His eyes open wide and a cocky smile tilts his lips.

      “Oh really?” he says.

      “Really.”

      He’s slow and gentle as he starts to finger my ass. “Bend over,” he says and pushes me down so my head is on the couch and my ass is in the air. I’m nervous and a little self-conscious at first with my ass exposed to him this way, but when he starts to make sounds of approval and his breathing changes as he gets even more turned on, I start to let my inhibitions go and focus on how good the attention feels. After a while the awkwardness of having something in there changes into pure pleasure. I rock my hips, loving every minute of it.

      He holds my hips and I feel the head of his dick against my back entrance. I’m nervous at first because he’s so big.

      “Relax,” he says. I take a deep breath and let my body go slack, loosening the tension in my muscles. He massages me with plenty of lube and slides into me. It’s a tight fit, a bit uncomfortable at first, but the more he moves and the more I relax, the better it feels until I’m bucking and crying for him to go faster, harder. He’s fucking my ass with vigor now. I grab hold of the couch cushion. The couch moves slightly across the wood floor as he drills into me. It’s a good thing the apartment his family lives in is far from the house or someone might call the cops with all the screaming coming from this house.

      I’m on the edge, but not quite there just yet. That is until he fills my pussy with his fingers, double penetrating me. I cry out as my orgasm grips me. He growls and thrusts, holding tight and trying to stay inside of me as I buck wildly, and then he explodes. I feel the warmth of it as his cum coats my insides. My muscles flex as he pulls out of me with a sigh and rolls over onto his back.

      “Come here,” he says.

      I’m sweating and out of breath when I lay on his chest.

      “That’s one world-class ass you have,” he says, and I can’t help but giggle.

      He brushes his fingers through my hair and says, “I’ll help you. I wouldn’t dream of missing your grand opening.”

      I get so excited that the words “I love you” almost escape my lips without thinking. With a start, I realize that it’s true. I love Madden. I think I always have, even as kids. Only now I’ve allowed my eyes and my heart to open up enough to finally see it.
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      My mom calls me later in the afternoon while I’m scrubbing the bathroom for the third time. I want everything perfect and clean—including the toilets. I take off the gloves and answer my phone.

      “Linny, how’s the bar renovation coming along?” she asks. She sounds nervous. She didn’t seem too excited for me to come back to Pepperhill in the first place.

      “It’s fine, Mom, but everyone seems to hate me.” There’s a pause on her end. When she starts to change the subject, I stop her and tell her what Abe told me, about what he heard when he was smoking on the roof of his house.

      She admits that she knew about Haley’s pregnancy. She’d been working as a nurse back then at the only doctor’s office in town. She’d heard from Haley’s doctor about the pregnancy. She tried to talk to Haley about it, but Haley refused and threatened to get her fired if she told anyone. But out of obligation because Haley was a minor, she had to tell the parents. Haley’s mom was horrified, but not surprised. Haley was wild and had a reputation. My mom was afraid that reputation would come back on me because we were best friends, and she was afraid I would start to get in trouble too because Haley was a bad influence. Because Haley was mad at my mom for going to her parents with her dilemma, she decided to turn on me in retribution. She told everyone that I had spread rumors about her getting pregnant by a teacher. She turned me into the gossiping bad guy and managed to turn everyone against me. No wonder everyone in this town hates me. All the business owners who took over their parents’ businesses are the people I went to school with. They think I’m a cruel monster.

      After all of that, my mom and dad decided it would be best if my mom moved me to California for the duration of the school year. My dad couldn’t leave because of his business and they were too upside down on the house to sell it. So he stayed. Though they remained friends, the absence between them eventually ruined their marriage.

      I don’t even know what to say. All of this because they were afraid for me. I know they were just trying to protect me, but that doesn’t stop me from being furious that they made that decision without telling me the details. Of course I wouldn’t have gone along with it. They ruined our family because they were afraid I was going to get bullied. That, I could have handled. Not having my parents together was devastating. Especially since I didn’t see my dad much before he died. That absence will always haunt me.

      I tell my mom I love her and hang up the phone. I understand, and I know I will forgive her someday, but right now I need to focus on opening the bar.
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        * * *

      

      Opening day. My heart is beating as fast as hummingbird wings and my stomach is in knots. I’m terrified that people won’t show up. It’s almost time. I go outside to open the doors, expecting to see one or two cars from the town drunks, but to my surprise there is a line wrapping around the building.

      Madden and Abe are out front, chatting with everyone. “Ready to open these doors, boss?” Abe says.

      Unable to speak, afraid I will cry from relief, I nod my head, stepping aside so people can come in. I can hear people say that they missed this place and some of them walk past me and tell me they were sorry when they heard about my dad’s passing, which I appreciate.

      Everyone is saying such kind things and I think maybe this town is capable of moving on from the past. That is until I hear Haley’s shrill voice in the background somewhere in line.

      “Lina is a joke. Are you really going to buy into this reformed good-girl act?” I make eye contact with her. She sneers at me. “Has everyone forgotten the rumors she spread against me? She told everyone how I got pregnant by a teacher. She tried to ruin my life. You’re a disease,” she says pointedly at me. “You ruin everything you touch.”

      I start to tell her how it’s her fault my family was ripped apart, but Madden intervenes and tells her she’s a liar and everyone is sick of her shit.

      “You’re just defending her because she’s your little fuck buddy.” People standing around us look uncomfortable taking in the scene, but they’re also intrigued enough to stay and listen. I guess I don’t have to worry about her chasing customers away. Small towns love their gossip. “But what you don’t get is that she’s using you just like she did all those years ago. Do you not see how she’s taking advantage of you? She moves to town and suddenly you’re at her beck and call.”

      My heart constricts. I want to defend myself but the words won’t come. And if I tell everyone the truth about her it will only make things worse. Despite everything, I’m not trying to ruin her life. I want to cry, but not in front of all these people.

      “Go away, Haley.” Madden says. “This town is sick of all your drama and bullshit.” A couple people in line agree with him loudly, stunning Haley into silence.

      But the silence doesn’t last long. Her face is red and it’s obvious she’s embarrassed, which is one of her more dangerous moods. She’s always been a viper when humiliated. She starts to lay into Madden. “You’re an idiot and weak to pussy. Lina doesn’t care about you. You’re just a joke to her and I’m going to be the first one laughing when you figure that out.”

      I finally find my voice and blurt out, “I’m not using anyone. I’ve been sorry every day of my life for what I did to Madden back when we were kids. Madden and I have spent time together over the last week and we’re healing together. That doesn’t make what I did right, and I don’t expect him to forgive me right away, but I hope he does some day because I love him and I would never take advantage of him.”

      The words shock me as they come out of my mouth, and the looks of everyone around me reflect that, especially Madden. Abe is the only one who doesn’t seem surprised. Just amused. Haley seems more pissed than shocked and pushes her way out of line, leaving.

      I chase her out into the parking lot. “Go away, Lina,” she says. I can hear the tears in her voice.

      I keep following her even though she tries to walk fast, but she’s wearing heels and I keep up easily. “Why have you spent your life trying to turn people against me? I thought you were my best friend.”

      Haley stops walking and her shoulders shake as she weeps. “Things got out of hand,” she says. “I felt horrible when the boy I liked got me pregnant and took off the moment he found out. I was ashamed and humiliated when I thought people might find out. You had all the boys in love with you. If it had been you getting pregnant, Madden would have gladly stayed to help you take care of your child. Any of them would. And then when you left without even saying goodbye, I snapped. I turned you into the bad guy to get the focus off of me. The longer I didn’t hear from you, the more bitter I became until it turned into this.” She waves her hands around at nothing, but I get what she means.

      I hug her. She seems frozen in my arms at first then hugs me back and starts to cry even harder. “You’re my friend,” I tell her. “I should have called. We’ve both made mistakes. Let’s find a way to forgive each other and move on. Being mad and hateful won’t make either of us feel any better.”

      “I know. And I’m so sorry,” Haley says.

      “Why don’t you go in the bar, have a drink and try to relax. Looks like you have a babysitter tonight, and you’re all dressed up, so have a good time.”

      She smiles as though it’s been a while since she’s enjoyed herself. “Thank you,” she says and heads back to the bar.

      Madden is standing off to the side. By the look on his face he heard the whole thing. He comes over to me. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I will be. I think things are going to be better now.”

      He glowers at me. “You ruin everything.”

      My mouth hangs open in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      He shakes his head at me. “You stole the damn control again. I wanted to be the one to tell you I love you first. Why are you so selfish?”

      The tears I’ve been trying to avoid this whole time finally spill over. My heart swells with happiness as he kisses me. He leans back, touching the side of my face. “I’ve loved you from the moment I met you. After the prank I tried to bury it. But now I know you were being used at the time too. That one night was about more than a pair of teens playing a prank. There were more people wrapped up in a bigger drama. It caused a lot of havoc in this town, but it’s finally over.”

      “Do you think people will ever welcome me back here?” I ask.

      Madden turns so I can see the full view of the Osprey. It’s all lit up, people inside laughing, playing music. “If you doubt for one second that you don’t belong here, you’re hopeless,” he says with a smile.

      I feel so happy I could float away. I kiss Madden again. Being with him is what forever feels like and I can’t wait to get our new life started.
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        * * *

      

      Make sure you don't miss out on my newest, hottest bad boy romance, Texas Big Man! Free in Kindle Unlimited!

      

      Can't wait and need something sexy to read now? Grab Her Big Neighbor and read FREE in Kindle Unlimited!
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading my books. If you liked this one, or even if you didn't, it means the world to me if you let me know! Reviews are so important to authors. You can leave one right on Amazon where you bought/borrowed it from. Sending you major hugs and kisses!

      -- Penny

      xoxoxo

    

  

cover.jpeg
(6 onbvact





images/00001.jpeg
é]}fazm/eg fov %admy!

o 7 A
AL™,
A

d g up fov my WJ&@E&W and Leave
youy puniiey ol the dooy!





