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CHAPTER ONE

Ryan

YOU CAN DO this. That’s what I kept telling myself. My palms were clammy. My knees were shaking. I could feel the sweat trickling down my back. I was pretty sure I looked like I was going to pass out and right about now, it was a very real possibility that I would. 

You can do this.

I just kept repeating it, hoping it would sink in. Why I thought this was a good idea, I’ll never know. I just wanted to help her. I didn’t want her to feel like she was alone anymore. This may not have been the best way to accomplish that, but it was too late now. Our last minute decision to tie the knot didn’t seem so great anymore.

I turned at the sound of the wedding march to see Cassandra walking down the aisle that was decorated with cheap crepe paper. Her ten year old son, James was walking her toward me with a scowl on his face. I had yet to win the kid over, but then we just met for the first time less than twenty-four hours ago. Cassandra didn’t want to run off and get married without him. I couldn’t blame her. I was going to be his step-father. 

Shit. I’m going to be someone’s father. This is such a bad idea. Why did I think I could do this?

But as the beautiful woman I had been chasing for close to a year and half walked toward me, I just didn’t have it in me to tell her I’d been wrong. We’d never been on an actual date or even kissed. She’d always held me at arm’s length and I found out why when I showed up on her doorstep one day ago.

She had a huge smile on her face and I just couldn’t be the bastard that walked away at the altar. Her kid was here. There was no way I could humiliate her like that. It had been my idea after all. I took a deep breath and sucked it up. I forced a smile onto my face which only made the kid scowl harder. I was so fucked.

I focused on her walking toward me. Her brown, wavy hair hung in loose tendrils over her shoulder and her deep blue eyes stood out because of the dark blue dress I’d bought for her when we arrived. It was her wedding after all, and I wanted her to at least wear something nice.

As she stood next to me, I tried to imagine how this would all turn out okay. She would move in with me and I’d have a woman to take care of me. She’d cook for me and do the laundry. She’d warm my bed and I’d never have to date again. This would all be okay.

I turned to the minister who looked like Elvis and rolled my eyes for having found the most cliche place to get married in Vegas. I should have given her more. I should have at least put in a little effort, but she didn’t seem to care.

Elvis finished singing Fools Rush In, and I couldn’t help laugh at the irony of it all. He went through the motions of giving hip thrusts and added in another song before we finally got to the vows. Cassandra didn’t hesitate when she answered and actually looked happy. I felt like I was going to puke. I swallowed down the nausea that was churning and did my best to appear as if this wasn’t the single most terrifying moment of my life. 

I wasn’t really sure what happened after that. Honestly, I was too busy trying not to pass out, so I hadn’t been listening. Cassandra went from happy to uneasy in a matter of moments and that’s when I realized that I was supposed to be doing something. I looked to the Elvis impersonator with a raised eyebrow.

“Huh?” Quite intelligent, if I do say so myself.

“You may kiss the bride,” he repeated.

“Oh, yeah.” I turned back to Cassandra and leaned in, but just as I went to kiss her, I saw her son glare at me. I gave her a quick peck on the cheek and patted her shoulder. “Congratulations,” I told her with a pained smile.

Confusion lit her face and her eyes bored into me, no doubt trying to figure out what was wrong with me. Not knowing what else to do, I grabbed her hand and dragged her down the aisle.

“Come on, John. Let’s head back to the hotel and get some shut eye.”

“His name is James,” Cassandra hissed. 

“Right. I knew that.” I continued to pull Cassandra behind me, but when we reached the door, she pulled her hand from mine and turned back to get her son, who was sitting in a chair looking pissed. I ran my hand through my hair as she tried to get the little fucker to come with us. What the fuck had I done?

She finally convinced him to come with us and we quickly piled into the rented car and headed for the hotel. When we got up to the suite I had gotten for us, I turned to James to make peace.

“There’s a minibar in your room. I’m sure you’ll find all the candy you want, but go easy on the liquor. It’s expensive.”

“Ryan!” Cassandra gasped next to me.

“What?” I turned back to James. 

“I’m ten,” James sneered.

“Well, then stick to beer.”

“Ryan. He can’t drink alcohol. He’s not old enough.”

“He’s ten. I was drinking beer with my old man when I was eight.”

Cassandra gave me a look of shock before turning and taking the kid into the other room. Finally, I was alone and could think over what had just happened. I looked down at my hand and saw the ring firmly in place on my ring finger. I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. I couldn’t believe I had been so stupid. It must have been all of my friends that were shacking up with their women. They were a bad influence and made me think that I could do this too. I couldn’t, though. I didn’t know the first thing about being a husband or father. The closest I ever came was with my ex-girlfriend and I knew that wasn’t ever turning into marriage, so I never really worried about it.

I wasn’t opposed to marriage. In fact, if I found the right woman, I would be all over it. But what I had done tonight was colossally stupid. We hadn’t really discussed anything beyond the fact that she was worried about her son’s father coming back and trying to get custody. The worry on her face was too much and so I proposed this crazy idea of us getting married so that she would feel more secure. I think she was so relieved to finally have someone offer to help that she jumped at the opportunity. She would find out really fast how horrible my idea had been.

Cassandra came out a few minutes later with a scowl on her face. “I know that you’re new to the whole parenting thing, but you do not offer my child alcohol at the age of ten.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. This is all a lot to take in.”

“You were the one that suggested we get married. If you changed your mind, why didn’t you say so?”

“I didn’t,” I lied. “It’s just that I’m becoming a husband and father in one day and I just met the kid one day ago.”

“James. His name is James, not ‘the kid’.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I know I’m fucking this up. How about we just go to sleep and talk about all this shit in the morning.”

“Fine. I can sleep in James’s room.”

What? “Um, why would you sleep in his room? Our room has a king size bed,” I said, as I stared at her in confusion.

She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Ryan, we should have talked about the details before we did this. I thought this was all a marriage of convenience. I didn’t think..”

“What?” She looked uncomfortable and it finally clicked. “You didn’t think we would sleep together.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I thought that was all clear. If you decide you don’t want this, we can get this annulled.”

“No. I told you that I would help you and I will. It’s fine.” It was so not fine. How had I gotten myself into this and why was I agreeing to staying married if she wasn’t even putting out? I walked into my bedroom and shut the door. I had no clue what was going to happen in the morning. Maybe I would wake up and this would all be some bad dream.




















CHAPTER TWO

Cassandra

TWO DAYS EARLIER....







I paced around my cramped apartment as I waited for Michael, James’s father to show. He had contacted me out of the blue a few weeks ago saying that he wanted to get to know James. I had been hesitant because when James was born, he didn’t want anything to do with him. 

Michael and I met right before he was going off to basic training. He was in love with the military and felt that a family would get in the way. I sent him pictures of James as he got older, but Michael never responded. Now, all the sudden, he wanted to meet and I had a bad feeling.

I sent Michael to my parents’ house for the day because I needed to talk with Michael before James met him. I didn’t know if this was a passing amusement for him or if he really wanted a relationship with him.

The buzzer sounded and I looked around the small space one last time to be sure it was presentable. I walked over and pressed the call button after taking a few deep breaths.

“Hello?”

“Cassandra, it’s Michael.”

“Come on up.” I buzzed him in and then fidgeted with the locks for a few minutes as I tried to calm my racing heart. When he knocked, I jumped slightly. The pressure was mounting and I needed to calm down or he would think I was a basket case.

I opened the door to see Michael standing in front of me in a wool pea coat and trousers looking even better than the day he left. He was tall and had dirty blonde hair and light blue eyes. I had always felt I would get lost in his eyes if I looked too long. He had put on quite a bit of muscle and his face was still just as handsome. However, the woman hanging off his arm was definitely something new.

She was a skinny little thing, dressed immaculately in a green dress that perfectly matched the color of her eyes and nude heels. Her hair was in a fancy chignon with not a hair out of place.

I found myself stupidly running my hand over my own messy hair that I hadn’t had time to do today. Normally, I was more put together than this, but James had been a pain to get going this morning and then I had the one hour drive out to my parents’ house. I just barely made it home before our scheduled time.

I stepped to the side after I finished gawking and waved my arm for them to come in.

“Michael, I didn’t know you would be bringing along a friend.”

“This is my wife, Alisha. She really wanted to meet James.”

“James isn’t here,” I said with a little too much force.

“I thought that was the whole purpose of this visit?” he asked.

“Michael, you have never shown any interest in my son-”

“Our son,” he interjected.

“You’ve never shown any interest in him before. What made you think you would just show up and meet him without talking to me first? Or that you could bring your wife along for the first meeting? He doesn’t even know who you are.”

“You’ve never told him about me?”

“Yes, I did when he was younger, but when it became clear that you had no interest in getting to know him, I stopped talking about you. I didn’t want him thinking that you would be coming around some day.”

“Well, I did and I want to meet him.”

“Why now?”

“I’m out of the military. I’m looking to settle down.”

I nodded. “So now that the military is out of the way, you have time for your son.”

“If I may interrupt,” the prissy little wife continued without waiting for a response. “I would love to meet James. When Michael told me about him, I insisted that he should form a relationship with him.”

My heart softened toward the woman and hardened toward Michael. “So, your wife had to convince you it was important to meet your son?”

“No, we talked about it for a while and I realized that it would never get any easier to walk back into his life. I know that I screwed up before, but now I’ve come to my senses and I want to be a part of his life.”

“For how long? Are you planning on going to baseball games and parent teacher conferences? How about taking him to dentist appointments?”

“Jesus. I just want to meet the little guy,” he said, running a hand over his face. 

“The ‘little guy’ is ten now and wouldn’t appreciate you calling him that. Before I let you into his life, I need to know how much time you plan on spending with him. He’s used to his life being just the two of us and I won’t have you changing that if you’re not planning on being a full time dad.”

Alisha stepped forward and put a hand on my arm, but removed it when I narrowed my eyes at her.

“We plan on being very involved in his life. We would like to be a part of his life in a more..permanent way.”

“A more permanent way?” I repeated.

“We would like to have him come stay with us a few times a week. Maybe we could work out for him to stay with us half the time. I’m sure you would appreciate the break after all the time you’ve spent doing it alone.”

My heart started to pound in my chest. They weren’t talking about meeting, they were talking about custody arrangements. She didn’t even have to say it. I could see from the look on her face, that was their plan.

“I don’t need a break from my son. I love him very much and have been raising him myself for the past ten years.”

“Listen, Cassandra. I didn’t want to bring this up, but you leave me no choice.” Michael had always been quick to anger when things didn’t go his way. I could see that he hadn’t been expecting me to put up such a fight. Perhaps that I would even fall to his feet and thank him for coming back for James. “I’m his father and I have every right to see him. If I have to, I’ll take you to court and get custody of my son and I’ll win. Alisha and I have a lot of money and a nice home.” He looked around my tiny apartment in disgust. “It wouldn’t take much to convince a judge that we could provide more for him.”

I walked to the door and opened it. “If you feel that’s necessary, be my guest, but just remember that you’ll also be paying back child support along with whatever the judge deems appropriate for current support. I think it’s time you leave.”

He was fuming now and his face had taken on a nasty red hue. “My lawyer will be in touch.” He grabbed Alisha’s hand and pulled her along behind him.

“It was lovely to meet you Cassandra,” Alisha said as she left the apartment. I slammed the door and paced around my apartment, trying to figure out what my next step would be. My parents didn’t have the money for a legal battle and neither did I. I made a decent living and kept us in this apartment because it was financially beneficial to us. I taught James that we would never live above our means, so we stayed here. I had put away a good chunk of money in savings and in a college savings account for him, neither of which I wanted to touch. While it was a good chunk of savings for me, it would wipe me out if he took me to court.

I checked my watch and saw that I needed to head over to my parents’ house if I was going to beat the traffic. I grabbed my jacket and purse and headed downstairs. 

“Cassandra!” I turned from my car door to see Ryan Jackson headed toward me. He looked absolutely mouth watering in a dark grey suit and white shirt that was left unbuttoned. He must have been coming from the office. As he ran toward me, I could see his muscles moving under his suit jacket. He was lean, but his arm muscles showed through his suit. I had dreamt for over a year of something happening between us, but I had never allowed it because I was scared what that would mean for James. He was the sexiest man I’d ever met and the only one that had ever made me want to consider a relationship.

I tried to smile as he jogged over to me, but it fell short. I was still too frazzled from my encounter with Michael. “Ryan, I’m sorry, but I have to run. I have to go pick up..”

I trailed off because I had never mentioned my son to him before. Ryan had no idea that the reason I avoided men was because of my son.

“You have to go pick up what?”

“Nothing. I just need to leave right now.”

I tried to get the car door open, but my hands were shaking so bad that it took me three tries to get it open.

“I don’t think so. You’re in no condition to drive.”

He placed his hand over mine and gazed at me in concern. I tried to avoid his eyes, knowing he would see that I was on the verge of tears.

“I have to. I need..”

“Yeah, I know. You need to pick something up, but honestly, what could be so important that you have to go when you’re a wreck?”

“My son,” I whispered.

“Your what?”

“My son.” The enormity of the situation was finally creeping in and I started to cry. Not little cute tears, but fat, ugly tears that no doubt had my mascara running down my face, making me look like a deranged clown.

“You have a son.” I nodded. “Okay, well I’m pretty sure that driving right now is not a good idea. How about we go upstairs and you tell me what’s wrong?”

He guided me to the door and I willingly followed. For once in my life, it was nice to let someone else take control. I was always the one to make every decision and since he would be leaving once I told him my situation, I let him take over for these few minutes.

When we got upstairs, he led me over to the couch and I waited for him to freak out. He had never been in my apartment before and it was obvious that I lived with a child. He took it all in and then came over to me.

“How old is your son?”

“Ten.”

“Is he hurt? Is that why you need to get to him?”

I shook my head. He ran his hand over his mouth and looked questioningly at me.

“Tell me what’s wrong. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

I laughed. “Believe me, you don’t want to know what’s wrong.” I wiped at the mascara that was running down my face and then wiped my hands on a towel that had yet to be folded in the pile of my couch.

Ryan grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I want to know.”

I took a deep breath and looked back at him through watery lashes.

“My son’s father stopped by today after ten years and basically demanded that he be given rights to his son or he would take me to court. Apparently, he and his new wife have a lot of money and made it clear that they would take me to court if I didn’t give them time with James.”

“Can you fight it? I mean, am I wrong to assume that he hasn’t been a part of his life at all?”

“No, he hasn’t, but he’s been in the military and I’m sure that would somehow make a judge more lenient toward him.”

“You don’t know that for sure. He still wasn’t a part of his life. Did he pay child support?”

“Never.”

“Well, that’s got to mean something.”

“You don’t get it. I don’t have the money to fight him on this. I could lose full custody of my son to a man that just woke up one morning and decided that he wanted to be a father.”

He was silent, so I sat and stared at the carpet and wondered how my life had gotten so screwed up, so fast. When I looked up at Ryan again, his eyes were staring intently at the wall as if he were thinking hard. When he finally turned to me, he hesitated a second before he spoke.

“What if you were married?”

“What if I was? Do you know someone who’s rich and wants to marry a single mother that comes with future court appearances and a ten year old who will no doubt fight it every step of the way?”

“What about me?”

I looked at him in disbelief. “You want to marry me?”

“Why not?”

I blinked and tried to sort out all the reasons that were running through my brain, starting with the most relevant.

“Um, maybe because we’ve never been on a date before. We’ve never kissed. Who would believe it?”

“We’ve known each other for a year and a half. We’ve been seen multiple times in public together. I’ve taken you out to hang out with my friends. We’ve had dinner together. It’s not like anyone would be able to say we weren’t dating.”

“And what about the fact that you would be saddled with a wife and child that you would be responsible for? Are you ready for custody battles and the financial burden that brings?”

“I do quite well for myself. I may not be a billionaire, but I’ve invested my money well and I have a very profitable business.”

I blinked at that admission and scrambled for more reasons why this wouldn’t work.

“What about James? You would have to spend time with him or it would seem like a fake marriage. That means PTA meetings, conferences, baseball and soccer games. All of those things would be a part of your life from the moment we got married.”

“I could do it. I’m not saying I’ll be great at it, but I’ll try my hardest. It could be fun,” he said with a grin.

“Ryan, I appreciate the offer, but this would take over your life. We would live with you and all our stuff would be spread out over your house. Are you telling me you’d be okay with that?”

“I could learn to live with it. Cassandra, I would do anything for you if it meant I could see you smiling again. You know I’ve been chasing you for a long time now. I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment I met you. Obviously, I hadn’t considered marriage yet. This would just speed up the process a little. When the custody battle is settled, we can take it from there.”

It was tempting and I couldn’t deny it. I wanted so badly to give in to his idea and say yes. My brain fought with my heart and I didn’t know which to listen to. My brain said this was a bad idea, but my heart said that this could help me keep my son.

“If I agreed to this, I would pay you back for all court costs,” I said hesitantly.

“If you insist.”

“Are you sure this is something you’re okay with? If you decided to back out after we were married, it would make me look very bad, so I need you to be sure about this.”

He didn’t even hesitate as he answered. “I’m sure. Let me help you.”

“Okay.” I didn’t really need any more time to think about it. Ryan was offering me a way to keep my son and I wasn’t so proud that I would turn him down because I wanted to prove my independence.

He smiled and kissed my cheek. “You’ll see. This will all turn out fine.” 

I really hoped so. I didn’t know what to do from here. Did we announce our engagement? First, I had to tell James.

“Um, well thanks for stopping by. I need to go get James now and tell him about this.” I waved my hand between the two of us.

“I don’t think we should wait. The sooner the two of you are living with me, the better.”

“What? You want to go get married now?” I let out a nervous giggle. I knew I had agreed to this, but it seemed to be moving awfully fast. He seemed so confident, though.

“I think we should go tell James and then fly to Vegas.”

“Vegas. You want to get married in Vegas?”

“Why not? It’ll be easier and faster than planning a wedding here. Besides, I’m not sure I could take all the wedding planning. I think we need to just bite the bullet and do this.”

“I can’t go off to Vegas without James. I think he needs to be there. Otherwise, it seems like I’m not including him in this big life decision. How would it look to the courts?”

“Alright. Let’s pack, we’ll pick up James, and then fly out.”

Everything was so matter of fact. It was as if he had decided all of this and I should just go along with it. No need to think. No need to plan. Just pack up and go. I could do that. I would need to tell my parents, though. I didn’t want them getting any ideas that this was more than it was. 

I went to my room and packed a bag, then to James’s room. I assumed we would only be there for a day or two, so I packed light. When I came out, Ryan looked slightly agitated and I began to wonder if this was a good idea again.

“Ryan, are you absolutely sure about this? It’s a lot to take on.”

He gave me a tight smile and walked to the door. “Of course. Let’s get on the road.”

A big part of me didn’t believe a word he said, but the other part of me didn’t want to care. He was offering me a way to protect my son, and I couldn’t turn my back on the opportunity.

He had just picked up his dry cleaning, so he had a spare suit to bring with. He insisted that he could just put it in my bag. We headed to my parents’ house that was an hour drive and neither of us spoke. Something in the back of my head kept saying that this was a stupid idea and I would just end up getting hurt, but I had done the right thing so far and I was about to go to court for custody of my son. 

When we pulled into my parents’ driveway, Ryan let out a long breath. 

“Time to meet the in-laws.” He chuckled, but it sounded forced. 

“I’m going to tell them the truth. I don’t want either of them to get their hopes up that this will be more.”

“Is that a smart idea? Isn’t it better all around if nobody knows the truth?”

“I won’t lie to them. They’ve always been very supportive of me, so I’m not worried. Besides, it’ll take the pressure off you and make you look like a saint.”

He smirked and we got out of the car. “Then by all means, let’s go meet your parents.”

 When my parents answered the door, they were more than a little confused by the man standing next to me. I had never brought a man home to meet them, so this was an obvious shock for them.

“Mom, I brought someone for you to meet. This is Ryan Jackson.”

Ryan held out his hand and my mom stood there with her hand against her chest as if she would have a heart attack. Then her eyes fluttered and a smile spread on her face.

“Mrs. Crawford, it’s lovely to meet you. I can see that Cassandra gets her beauty from you. You have the same beautiful eyes,” Ryan said with a killer smile on his face.

“Oh dear, he is a charmer, and handsome to boot. Call me Jane.” She fanned her face for a moment and I was glad that I wasn’t the only woman in the family that was immediately charmed by the sexy man.

“Mom, Ryan and I need to talk to you and Dad for a minute. Where’s James?”

“He’s in the backyard working on a project with your father.”

“Can you ask Dad to come in for a few minutes?”

She looked between Ryan and I and then headed for the back door. “Of course.”

I looked to Ryan and the charm he put on for my mother was slipping. He really looked like he was rethinking things. I was about to ask him if he was reconsidering, but the back door opened and my father’s voice boomed.

“Cassie girl, where are you?”

“In here, Dad!” I yelled back. Are you sure? I mouthed to Ryan. He gave me a slight nod and then looked to the back where my dad entered.

“Cassie girl, your momma says that you brought a fella home with you.” He looked at Ryan, appraising his suit and gave him a smile. “You must be the lucky guy.” Dad held out his hand to Ryan and they shook hands.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Crawford.”

“Call me Cal. It’s nice to meet you too.” He looked back at me. “Your momma said that you need to talk to us? James is finishing up our project. He probably has about fifteen minutes left. Why don’t we sit down.”

He waved toward the couch and we all sat. Mom came into the room with a tray of coffee, cream, and sugar and set it out on the table. Then she sat down and folded her hands in her lap.

“Alright Cassie. What did you need to talk to us about?” Mom said.

“James’s father came by today.” Mom gasped and Dad stiffened. “He stopped by with his new wife and they basically demanded partial custody of James or they threatened to take me to court. Apparently, they have a lot of money and made sure I knew that they could take me to court as many times as necessary.”

“Why now? He hasn’t been a part of his life since the day he was born,” my father said, scratching his chin.

“He just said that he wanted to get to know him, but I got the feeling it was more the wife’s influence.

“Don’t worry, Cassie girl. We’ll figure this out. You know we won’t let him take our boy.” My dad was always on my side no matter what, but I couldn’t ask them to give up their savings, especially since they were both retired.

“That’s what I’m here to talk to you about.” I looked to Ryan one last time. “Ryan is a friend of mine and he’s offered a solution. He thinks we should get married and move in with him. He would be a father figure for James and it could only help our chances of keeping him.”

“What about financially? I don’t mean to pry, son, but going to court isn’t going to be cheap. Are you really willing to take on that burden?” My father questioned.

“I have a construction company that I own with a friend of mine. We do very well for ourselves and I’ve been smart with my money. That’s part of the reason I offered to help Cassandra. I didn’t want her to be worrying about money while she’s dealing with a custody battle,” Ryan said. He reached over and squeezed my hand and that little reassurance helped me breathe easier.

“What’s the other reason?” My mother asked hopefully.

“Well, I’ve been chasing Cassandra for a little over a year now and she’s yet to let me take her on a date. I figure if I marry her, I should be able to get a few out of her,” Ryan chuckled. Mom smiled, but Dad looked wary.

“How long will this arrangement last?” Dad asked.

“Until the custody battle is over. As for if we stay married, that’s something we have to take a day at a time.” Ryan had all the answers and didn’t seem at all flustered by Dad’s questions.

“So, this isn’t at all about love,” Mom said dejectedly.

“Mom, right now I have to focus on James and what’s best for him.”

“And what about when you two divorce? He’ll have a father for a few years and then you’ll disappear? How is that best for James?” Mom said with a bite of anger.

“Better for that to happen than to lose full custody to a man that has never been interested in him.” I snapped. I took a deep breath to calm myself before I continued. “I’m sorry. This has just been a long day. We’re leaving right away and going to Vegas. We want to get married right away so that we’re prepared when Michael comes back.”

“Won’t this look fake to the courts? You run off to Vegas and get married at the same time Michael comes asking for custody?”

“Cassandra and I have know each other for a year and a half. I’ve taken her to meet my friends and we’ve been out to dinner several times. No one could say that we just met,” Ryan said confidently. “As for how it will look, I’m genuinely attracted to your daughter, so I’m sure I can be convincing.”

“Mom?” James called from the back door. I stood up and looked at my parents. “Not a word. This has to stay between us.” I walked to the backdoor and hugged James as he walked through. He squished his face and pushed me slightly away. “Mom, I’m too old for you to hug me all the time.”

“James, there’s someone here I want you to meet.” He followed me into the living room and narrowed his eyes at Ryan. “James, this is my friend, Ryan. Ryan, this is my son, James.”

Ryan stood and walked over to James, squatting down in front of him. “Hey kiddo. It’s good to meet you. Your mom has told me a lot about you.”

That was a total lie, and James was definitely beyond the kiddo stage. I probably should have filled him in a little on James before I introduced them.

“I’m not a kid. I’m ten.” James crossed his arms and stared down Ryan who actually looked like he was sweating. Was it possible he found my son intimidating?

“James, Ryan and I have something to tell you.” James sat down by my parents and narrowed his eyes again at Ryan. “Honey, Ryan and I have decided to get married. We’re-”

“I don’t see a ring,” James said as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“That’s because I wanted to let your mother pick out her ring,” Ryan said calmly.

“Ryan is going to take us to Vegas and we’re going to get married there.”

“You’re not even giving my mom a real wedding?” James asked in shock.

“Buddy-” Ryan started.

“I’m not your buddy. I don’t even know you. Don’t think that you’re going to be my father just because you marry my mom.”

Shit. Ryan pulled at the neck of his already unbuttoned shirt as if it was choking him. “James. Can I call you that?”

“That’s my name. What else would you call me?”

Ryan cleared his throat and started over. “James, I know this is all new to you, but I promise I will treat your mother right and I will do everything I can to be a good father figure for you. I know that I don’t automatically have a place in your life and I’m sure I have a lot to learn, but I figure a young man like yourself could help me figure it all out.”

James shrugged and looked away.

“I’m going to take you and your mom to Vegas and we’re going to get married. Then, when we get back, we’ll pack up your stuff and you guys will come live with me.”

“What if I don’t want to live in your house?”

Ryan pretended to think about it. “Well, I suppose I could keep paying the rent on your apartment and you could live there, but I think your mom would miss you. Besides, if you stay there, you’ll have to cook your own meals and do your laundry.”

James scrunched his nose. “Fine, but don’t think I’m going to call you Dad.”

I glanced at Ryan to see a tentative smile on his face. Deciding that it was best to end the conversation there, I turned back to James.

“Why don’t you go pack up your stuff and we’ll get going?” I suggested. James ran off to collect his things and Ryan stood up, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

“Your kid is quite the ball buster.”

“He can be,” I said with a smile.

“Are you two sure you want to do this? We can find another way,” Dad said worriedly.

“My son has to come first and right now, this seems like the best solution.”

My mother didn’t look convinced. “I hope you’re right.”




















CHAPTER THREE

Ryan

I GROANED AS I rolled over. Sunlight was shining in through the window and blinding me as I reached for my phone on the nightstand to look at the time. It was then that I remembered where I was and what I had done. After I came to my room last night, I raided the minibar and drank myself silly. Everything about what I’d done yesterday was such a bad idea. Cassandra didn’t want me for any reason other than what I could provide for her. She had made that perfectly clear, but up until last night, I just hadn’t really heard that. 

Part of me had hoped that she really did like me. In the last year and a half, I had tried everything to get her to go out with me because I genuinely liked spending time with her. She was funny and sweet and I just knew that if she ever gave me the chance, she would see the man I really was. I had stupidly thought that this would be our chance to see where things went.

When she said that she would be sleeping in the same room as James, it really hit home that this would be nothing more than a convenience for her. I was so fucking stupid. I looked at my phone to see it was well past ten. I got up and went to the ensuite to wash up and try to get the smell of alcohol off. As I glanced around the room, I saw mini liquor bottles spread all over the floor. I’d pick them up when I got out of the shower.

“Ryan?” Cassandra called from the other side of the door.

“Yeah?” She opened the door and then turned bright red and spun around quickly. What the fuck? I glanced down to see that I was completely naked and had morning wood. I quickly grabbed the blanket from the bed and covered myself.

“What did you need?” She peeked over her shoulder and turned back around when she saw I was covered. She quickly took in the state of the room and frowned.

“Um..We ordered some breakfast. I wasn’t sure when you’d be up, so..”

“Yeah, I just need a quick shower and then I’ll be out.”

“Okay.” She hesitated in the doorway as if she wanted to say something, but then changed her mind and left, shutting the door behind her. I dropped the blanket and went into the bathroom, grimacing when I saw my reflection in the mirror. My face was pale and I had dark circles under my eyes. My head was pounding as the bright light from the vanity drilled holes in my eyes. 

I looked like complete shit and that explained why Cassandra looked at me funny. That and the combination of the liquor bottles spread out on the floor probably wasn’t the most encouraging thing for her to see. I took my time in the shower, hoping that I would feel better when I got out. I didn’t.

After cleaning up the room and dressing, I walked out in the living room to see James and Cassandra finishing up their breakfast. 

“Hey, champ. How’s it going this morning?”

James turned his death glare on me. “I was starving, but Mom wouldn’t order until you were awake. I’ve been up since six.”

I glanced at Cassandra, but I wasn’t getting any help from her. 

“Yeah, sorry about that. I guess didn’t realize how late it was.”

“Whatever.” He pushed back from the table and mumbled something about going to his room.

I sighed and sat down, dishing out some breakfast and pouring some coffee.

“Guess I screwed that up.”

“It would have helped if you hadn’t drank all the alcohol in the room last night,” Cassandra said as she took a sip of her coffee.

“Look, I know I’m screwing this up so far. Just be patient with me. The last time I was held responsible by another person was right before I met you.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Yes. She broke up with me because I wasn’t available enough for her. She said I worked too much.”

Cassandra nodded. “I understand that you have other responsibilities and I won’t shove that in your face, but there will have to be some changes if we’re going to make this believable.”

“Alright. Just tell me what I need to do. I’m new to all this, so go easy on me.”

“It’s just little things. Like, it might have set a better example for him if you didn’t get up at ten o’clock in the morning the day after we got married.”

I slouched back in my chair and rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry. I think it all just hit me hard last night and I got a little carried away.”

“I could tell. Your room looked like a distillery.”

I grimaced. 

“I understand that this is a huge change for you and I stand by what I said last night. If you want out, it’s not too late to get this annulled.”

I couldn’t do that to her or her kid. That would make me a complete asshole to get her hopes up and then walk away, not to mention what it would do to the kid. I didn’t want him to think that all the male role models in his life had walked away. 

“No, I just need some guidance. You have to let me know your expectations. I don’t want to fuck this up for you.”

“Okay, well first, I need to know what kind of schedule you have. We need to establish some kind of routine for James. If he’s going to be comfortable around you, he needs to get to know you. Maybe you can take him out and do some guy things with him.”

“I think you’re going to need to give me a pre-approved list of things we can do.”

“You mean, so you don’t take him out drinking?”

I barked out a laugh. “Okay, fine. I should have known better on that one. What else?”

“Well, do you even have a spare room that we can use at your house?”

“I do, but you won’t be staying there.”

“Excuse me?”

“I understand that he needs his own room, but if you’re going to trick everyone into thinking that we married for love, then you need to share a room with me. He’s ten. He’s going to think it’s weird if you aren’t sleeping in my room. Besides, if he told someone, it would destroy this whole sham.”

She nodded in understanding. “Okay, but I’m not sleeping with you.” She flushed in embarrassment and ducked her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to come out so harsh.”

“I’ll admit that I assumed that sex would be on the table, but you’ve made it clear that it won’t be. I won’t say I’m happy about it, but I’ll deal. You don’t have to worry about me mauling you in your sleep.”

“Alright. We’ll share a room. We’ll also have forms that you’ll have to be added to at the school, doctor’s office-”

“Yeah, I get the picture. Lots of paperwork. I would suggest that we stay and hang out, but I have to work tomorrow and we still have to get at least your essentials over to my place. I’ll check for flights and then we can hit the road.”

“Alright. I think it might be a good idea if you tried to make nice with him before we leave.”

“Like, you want me to go talk to him?” She raised her eyebrows and nodded. “What do I say to him?”

“You’re both guys. I’m sure something will come to you.”

“He’s ten. I don’t know any ten year olds.”

“But you were ten once.”

“Twenty some years ago,” I said in disbelief.

She patted me on the cheek and walked toward the bedroom. “You got this.” She gathered up some clothes and walked to the bathroom. I looked into the bedroom where James was sitting on the bed with a book.

“Whatcha reading?”

“Harry Potter.”

“Cool. Is that about someone famous?”

The kid looked at me like I was the dumbest shit in the world. “You don’t know who Harry Potter is?”

“I get the feeling that I should.”

“He’s a wizard. They made movies about him and everything.”

That sounded a little familiar, so I went with it. “Oh yeah. I remember hearing about that. The pasty guy played the main guy in the movie.”

“The pasty guy?”

“Yeah. He was really pale and he jumped around trees.”

“That’s Twilight, you idiot.”

I ran a hand over my face. This kid hated me. I had no clue who Harry Potter was and apparently that was a major crime. “Okay, well maybe I’ll read the book when you’re done and then I’ll know what the fu-fudge you’re talking about.”

“There’s not just one book.” I raised an eyebrow. “There are seven.”

“Seven? Shit.” I ran a hand over my face in frustration. I had just committed myself to reading some stupid wizard book. No. Not one. Seven. Seven fucking books. I couldn’t tell you the last time that I read something other than reports and contracts.

“I’m almost done with this one, so you can read it when I’m done.” He gave me a devilish grin. There was no way I was letting this little twerp pull one over on me.

“Fine. When we’re done with this series, I get to pick the next books we read.”

“Deal.” He stuck out his hand to shake mine, but I had something else in mind. I put out my hand and spit in it. He looked at me in disgust.

“This was how we made deals in my day. Spit or no deal.”

The kid looked at me questioningly, but spit in his hand and shook mine. I had forgotten how disgusting that was until I felt our saliva mixing and squishing through my fingers. Gross. I wiped the spit on my jeans and then stood up. 

“I have to go check flights. We have to get home so we can get your mom and you moved in.” Like the last five minutes hadn’t happened, he ignored me and went back to his book.

I was able to get us booked for a flight that afternoon, which didn’t give us any time to get to her place and pack, so I stayed at her apartment. It was more cramped than I was used to and her bed was only a double, so I couldn’t spread out like I wanted to. Plus, she made sure that I stayed on my side of the bed by placing pillows between us. I slept horribly to say the least. I got up and made some coffee for us and quickly got ready for work. I had to wear the suit I’d worn on Saturday, but there just wasn’t time to go home and change first. I had meetings first thing this morning.

“Shoot. I am running so late this morning. I have a meeting I’m supposed to be at in fifteen minutes.” Cassandra came running out of the bedroom in a grey pencil skirt and white short sleeved blouse that wasn’t done up all the way. It reminded me of the first time I met her when her button had come undone and I got a peek at her breasts. I knew then that I wanted to fuck her.

“Could you drop James off at school this morning?” Her voice cut through my memories and back to reality. 

“Sorry, what?”

She pushed papers into her briefcase and grabbed her travel mug, quickly pouring in coffee.

“I asked if you could drop off James this morning. He’s on your way to work.”

I looked at my watch. It would be close, but I could make it. “If we leave now, it should be fine. Doesn’t he take the bus?”

“It doesn’t come by for another half hour and I don’t want to leave him here alone, so I drop him off.”

“Where is he?”

“James! Ryan’s taking you to school this morning. He has to leave now!”

James came out of his bedroom dressed and ready for school. “What about breakfast?”

“Shit! I mean, shoot.”

Cassandra flung open cabinets, looking for something to feed the kid, but it was obvious that there was nothing there.

“Come on, kid. We’ll go through the drive thru, but we have to leave now.”

“My name is James, not kid.”

I rolled my eyes and headed for the door. I was just about to walk out when I realized I hadn’t even said goodbye to Cassandra. I went back to her and leaned in to kiss her, but she moved her cheek at the last minute. I pulled back and tried for the other side and she did it again. I put my hands on either side of her face to hold her still and kissed her right on the lips. I had meant for it to be a little peck, but the moment my lips touched hers, I wanted more. She melted into me and kissed me back. It wasn’t a dirty kiss. There was no tongue and there was no groping. In fact, it was probably the most innocent kiss I’d had since I was a teenager, but tingles ran down my spine when she kissed me back. It felt like I was lost in another world with her until the shithead behind me cleared his throat.

“Gross. Can’t you do that when I’m not around?”

I pulled back slowly and looked down into Cassandra’s eyes. Her eyelids were heavy and her breathing shallow. While that had not been how I’d wanted to kiss her for the first time, it was memorable for sure.

“Office..I have to..” She waved toward the door and I nodded slightly, stepping back. She squeezed past me and her hand brushed against my growing erection. I groaned and she jerked her hand away from me. “I’m sorry..I didn’t mean to..” She waved her hand down toward my cock that was now pushing against the fabric of my pants and her eyes widened. She turned James around and pushed him out the door.

“We’ll be downstairs waiting for you.”

She closed the door behind her and I pushed against my cock to try and tame it. She opened the door again and caught me with my hand on my dick. Perfect.

“Um. I forgot to leave you the keys.” She threw them at me and slammed the door. We had to be the strangest married couple ever. After a few more minutes and thinking of some really nasty shit, I was finally able to make an appearance downstairs.

James walked over to me and I opened the back door of my truck for him. He sneered at me and threw his backpack in the back seat. This kid was never going to like me. I took him through the drive thru at McDonald’s and got us both breakfast, then took off for his school.

“Okay, so I just drop you off, right?”

“Yeah.”

I pulled into the school drop off area and about had a panic attack. There were cars lined up all the way to the end of the drive. It was going to take forever to get to the drop off point. After five minutes of not moving, I got pissed.

“Screw this.” I swerved around the twenty cars in front of me and drove up to the first car. There was a woman in a crossing guard outfit talking with the lady in the first car. I got out and walked around to James’s door and yanked it open. “Let’s go.”

He looked at me with wide eyes, but unbuckled and started to get down.

“Excuse me. You can’t park there and you have to wait in line to drop off.” The woman in the crossing guard outfit turned to me with a fake smile.

“The line isn’t moving and I have to get to a meeting.”

“I’ll explain to you as I just was to this lady. You pull up to that bike rack over there for drop off before 7:45. After that, you can drop off at the door. In the case of an emergency, you can park in the overflow parking lot at the back of the building and walk your child in.”

I looked at my watch. “Lady, it’s 7:50. This line should be moving already.”

“Well, every time I have to explain to a parent about the drop off rules, it delays everyone.”

“Why do you need drop off rules? Isn’t it pretty cut and dry? You pull up, you drop off your kid, and you drive away.”

“Well, that’s not all there is to it.”

“Lady, this isn’t the Battle of Gettysburg. Surely you don’t need that much planning to drop off your child.”

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to park your vehicle and go talk with the principal. I’m afraid your behavior just isn’t acceptable.”

“Lady, I don’t have time for this today. I have meetings to get to-”

She reached for the walkie talkie on her hip and brought it to her mouth.

“We have a code 13. I’m going to need assistance out front.”

“A code 13? Seriously? Is this prison now?”

She held up her hand like I would attack her at any second.

“Sir, I’m going to ask you to get back in your vehicle one last time and then I’ll be calling the police.”

“Are you fucking serious? You’re going to call the police for cutting line in the school drop off?”

“Sir, I’m going to need you to follow me.” A large man dressed in a security uniform came walking up to me. He looked like a body builder on steroids. He had to be at least seven feet tall and just as wide. “Your son can come in also.”

I shut the truck door and walked around to pull out my keys. As I walked behind the security guard, I noticed that James was sulking.

“It’s going to be fine. I’m just going to sort this out and you can go to class.”

“You’re such a screw up. Why couldn’t you just wait in line like everybody else? Now I’m going to get teased all day about you getting sent to the principal’s office.”

“It’s really not that bad, kid. I promise, this isn’t the end of the world.”

“Maybe not for you,” he muttered. 

I spent the next ten minutes in the principal’s office being lectured about drop off safety and the rules. I was warned that if I didn’t follow them, I would be banned from dropping James off again. While I didn’t mind, I was sure Cassandra wouldn’t be quite as understanding.

When I got to the office, my secretary was wringing her hands and pacing outside my office. When she saw me, she looked up and ran to me.

“Sir, I’ve been trying to call you. Your client has been waiting for a half hour. He’s very unhappy and I didn’t know what to tell him.”

“Don’t worry, Patricia. I’ll take care of it.”

I walked into the office and over to my client. “I’m so sorry, Tom. I found myself in a rather unusual situation this morning.”

“I would have appreciated a phone call so I wasn’t sitting here waiting for a half hour.”

“I know, but I’ve misplaced my phone. I had to drop off my new stepson, who hates me, and I got stuck in the drop off line at school. Then when I tried to go around, the security guard took me into the principal’s office for a sit down meeting on the rules of drop off.”

He snorted and shook his head. “The fucking drop off line. I hate that line. My wife makes me drop off my kids several times a week and every fucking time, I get stuck behind some old biddy that wants to gab about the weather with the crossing guard. Like none of the rest of us have anything to do.”

I smiled in relief that he understood and wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. “It’s good to know I’m not the only one dealing with that shit. You’ll have to let me in on the inner workings of the school.”

He smiled. “I didn’t realize you were married?”

I held up my finger that now displayed a gold band. “As of this weekend.”

His face showed a pained expression. “Just got married and the kid hates you? That’s rough.”

“Better than being married for years and him hating me.”

“True.”

We got on with the meeting and I made it through most of my morning without any hiccups. Logan came walking into my office around lunch time and I dreaded talking to him.

“So, what happened this morning? I would have covered for you, but I had other meetings.”

“I got held up.” I wasn’t sure how to say, I got married this weekend and I have a kid now.

“You don’t ever get held up. What’s really going on?”

“Nothing. I just-”

“What the fuck is that?” I looked up at him to see his eyes glued to my ring finger. Fuck. I’d forgotten all about that. I pulled my hand back quickly as if that would somehow make it disappear.

“It’s-”

“Nothing?”

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “I married Cassandra this weekend.”

He didn’t say anything for a minute and then he burst out laughing. “Weren’t you just telling Sean that he shouldn’t have married Lillian? Pussy whipped is what you called us, I believe.”

“It’s not like that.”

“Really? How is it then?”

I got up and shut the office door to be sure no one overheard us. I was sweating now. People were starting to find out and it would be real all too soon. “Cassandra has a ten year old kid. The dad came back and wanted to fight for custody. He hasn’t even met the kid before. She was so scared and I wanted to help.”

“So you married her? What does that solve?”

“I have money. I can help her fight this guy in court. Besides, he’s married now and they live in some fancy house. Cassandra lives in a cramped apartment. She was worried that would look like she couldn’t provide as well.”

“Still, it’s not likely the court would just hand over custody to him after all this time.”

“No, but he was also in the military. She’s afraid that will work in his favor.”

“In what way?”

“He was off serving his country. He just got out and now he appreciates life more or some bullshit. He wants a second chance with his kid. The courts are changing in the father’s favor now. I could see how she was concerned.”

“Still, you married her and now have a kid. That’s not something you take lightly. Where’d you get married?”

“I flew them to Vegas.” I swallowed thickly and took a deep breath in to calm my racing pulse.

“You flew both of them to Vegas? The kid was there?”

“Yes.”

“That must have put a damper on the wedding night.”

I leaned over as the pressure began to build in my chest. I felt like I was having a heart attack or something. I took a few deep breaths to calm my pounding heart. 

“We didn’t have a wedding night. She slept in the kid’s room and I slept in the other room. Apparently, sex is off the table with this situation.”

“You don’t even get sex? Dude. You are so fucked. Figuratively, of course.”

I glared at him, but he just laughed. I got up and loosened my tie. It felt like it was choking me. My breaths were becoming more and more shallow. It was like I couldn’t fucking breathe anymore. I started pacing, but spots started to appear in front of me and I felt lightheaded. I looked up to see Logan looking at me like I had grown a second head. He was saying something to me, but I couldn’t hear him. The ground shifted and suddenly I was staring up at the ceiling. Logan started slapping my face and then disappeared. I just laid there staring at the ceiling as the black dots took up more and more of my vision.

Logan rolled me over to my side and then pushed me up to my knees. He held a paper sack in front of me and was yelling at me. It finally occurred to me that he wanted me to breathe in the sack. I grabbed it as best I could and forced myself to breathe into the bag. Slowly, my breathing became easier and the pressure in my chest eased. I sat back on my ass and draped an arm over my knee. Not even a full day of being married and I was already having a panic attack.

“Still think getting married was a good idea?”




















CHAPTER FOUR

Cassandra

“I’M SORRY THAT happened, Mr. Hayes. I realize that isn’t the way the school handles drop off and I will be sure he follows the rules in the future.”

I hung up with the principal and rubbed my temples to ease the headache that was forming. Halfway through the day and already I was dealing with a multitude of problems. The latest being my husband throwing a temper tantrum at the school. I was really starting to question if this had been a good idea.

My lunch break was coming up, so I decided to go over to Jackson Walker Construction and have a little chat with my husband. I tried to think the whole way there of the proper way to handle this situation. I didn’t think that yelling at him would help, and strangling him would only defeat the purpose of marrying him. The good thing was that James was on time to school and I had to remember that Ryan got him there safely and in one piece. It was the little things that counted.

I had been to his office many times before, so I checked in with the receptionist and headed back to his office. When I got to his door, Ryan was sitting on the floor and Logan was leaning over him. 

“Is everything okay, Ryan?” I asked as I ran into his office. My mothering skills took over and I ran a hand over his forehead. He felt a little clammy, but not warm. I didn’t see any blood or any other injuries, so my heart calmed slightly. He stood quickly and stumbled a little, but quickly righted himself.

“Everything’s fine. Good. Good. We’re all good.” He was rambling and his eyes looked shifty as if he was trying to hide something. 

“Why are you holding a paper bag? It looked like you were using it for breathing.”

“Uh..Cece has panic attacks and she had a pretty bad one last night, so I was showing Logan how he could help her.” He was speaking very fast and stumbling over his words. He started pulling at his neckline and pushing his sleeves up his arms. His eyes were twitching faster with every word he said. “You know, make sure your clothes are loose around the neck, bend over and take deep breaths, breathe into a paper bag.” He held up the bag in front of me with a quick smile.

“I didn’t know Cece had panic attacks. Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Logan interjected.

“What did she have a panic attack about?”

They answered at the same time, but completely different answers.

“Archer choked on a chicken bone,” Ryan said.

“Archer almost drowned in the tub,” Logan said.

They looked at each other and I could swear they were having some weird conversation. 

“Which is it? He choked on a chicken bone or he almost drowned in the tub?”

They looked at each other again and then Logan glared at Ryan and responded. “Both. I was taking care of him and I gave him a piece of chicken to eat in the tub. So..” He cleared his throat and continued. “He almost choked on a chicken bone and then drowned in the tub.”

“That’s..horrible.” Why did I feel like this was all one big lie? “Isn’t Archer only nine months old?”

“Yeah.” Logan rubbed a hand over his jaw as if he was trying to figure out where I was taking this.

“Isn’t that a little young to give a child a piece of chicken still on the bone? I mean, it’s been a while for me, obviously, but I don’t think pediatrician’s recommend giving children that young food with bones still attached.”

Logan did his best to look dejected. “Yeah. Cece said that I’m not allowed to bathe him anymore. She’s really mad at me.”

I narrowed my eyes at Logan and pursed my lips, trying to get him to break. He just stared back at me, but I could see the little beads of sweat forming on his forehead. “I should go call her and see how the little guy is doing.”

“Did you take him to the hospital last night?” I called to him as he walked toward the door. 

“No, I gave him the heimlich and the chicken bone popped right out.”

Gotcha! “Really? I thought you were only supposed to slap a child on the back when something was stuck in his throat at that age?”

“I..uh.. Yeah. That’s what I did.”

He started rubbing his palms on his pants and I could see sweat beginning to form in the armpits of his shirt. I could see Ryan waving his arms at Logan, trying to communicate something, out of the corner of my eye. I pretended like I hadn’t seen and continued my interrogation of Logan.

“So, tell me. How did he manage to almost drown in the tub while eating this piece of chicken?”

Ryan was signaling a phone to Logan and then making the choking sign.

“I stepped into the hall because I thought I heard the phone ring.” His eyes kept shifting back to Ryan and I saw him shoot daggers at him, though he was trying to hide it. 

“You left your child, that was holding a chicken bone, in the tub alone so you could get the phone?”

“I thought it could be an emergency,” He said, wiping his forehead.

“And Archer wouldn’t be sitting up that well in a tub of slippery water, so that was quite a risk to take.”

Ryan mimicked swimming and I almost started laughing because he really thought that I couldn’t see him.

“I was..swimming?” I quirked my eyebrow at him. “He was swimming?” Ryan continued to flash signs at Logan who was on the verge of losing it. “I was teaching him to swim!” Logan said triumphantly as he raised his fists over his head.

“You were teaching him to swim in a tub while eating a piece of chicken?”

Logan finally lost it and yelled at me. “Fine! I’m a horrible parent. Is that what you want to hear? I should never be around children ever again.”

He stormed off to his office and I heard his door slam. I couldn’t help but chuckle a little before I turned back and looked at Ryan. He was looking at the floor and running the toe of his shoe over the same spot over and over.

“So, I got an interesting call from the principal today. He said that you threw a temper tantrum at the drop off spot because the line was moving too slow?”

“Yeah, uh, I was running late for a meeting and the guard lady was talking to one of the parents and wouldn’t let the other cars move.”

“He said that you got out of the truck and made a scene.”

“Look, I admit it wasn’t my finest moment, but I had to get to work.”

“And did you get here on time?”

He looked sheepishly at me. “No. I was a half hour late because I got sent to the principal’s office.”

“Well, I’m sorry you were late because of me. I’ll make sure that in the future I’m able to drop him off at school.”

Feeling like maybe I’d let him suffer enough, I gave an awkward wave goodbye and headed for the door, just then remembering that I didn’t know what our plans were for tonight. As I turned back, I caught him staring at my ass just before he quickly raised his eyes to meet mine. There was no shame there, only appreciation.

“We haven’t discussed how we’re going to handle the move yet. Should James and I stay at our apartment for the rest of the week?”

He frowned. “I don’t think that would look very good. I can get off early today and help you pack. What time will you be done today?”

“I have to pick up James at three-thirty. Should we meet at my apartment at 4:15?”

“Sure. Do you need me to bring boxes or anything?”

“I think we can just pack a few bags until the weekend.”

He nodded and I gave a slight smile before leaving. This whole thing was just weird. We certainly weren’t acting like a married couple and anyone with eyes would catch on to our ruse soon enough if we didn’t get out of this funk. I made up my mind to talk with him about it later tonight. What was the point in having a fake marriage to keep custody of my son if I lost him anyway because it didn’t look real?




✯✯✯✯✯




“Just pack a bag with clothes for the rest of the week, James.”

“I don’t see why I have to pack anything. Why do we have to live with him? It’s not like he’s my real dad or anything.”

“He’s your step-father now, so you’ll treat him with respect,” I said as we walked into the apartment.

“He doesn’t even like me. I don’t think he even knows my name. He calls me ‘the kid’.”

“Look, Ryan is new to this whole parenting thing, so we have to give him a little leeway and allow him to figure it all out.”

“So, I should give him pointers?”

“Definitely. Just tell him what you need like you do with me.”

“I can do that.”

I swore I saw a glint of evil cross my son’s face, but I chose to ignore it. He wouldn’t do anything too bad, right? I went to my room and pulled out some bags to start putting stuff in. By the time I was done with my clothes, I had four large bags packed. I still had to pack shoes and my bathroom stuff. Pulling out my large suitcase, I packed as many shoes as I could fit in one side and then went to my bathroom and started packing that stuff. By the time Ryan showed up, I had all my bags sitting by the front door, along with James’s bags. 

“Hey, little man. How was school today?”

James glared at Ryan and Ryan looked to me for help. I shrugged and went around collecting anything else I might need before the weekend.

“Fine,” James replied.

“I was thinking we’d just get a pizza for dinner tonight since we’re moving stuff tonight. How’s that sound?”

“That’s fine, but I’ll also need cheesy bread and wings.”

I smirked at his attempt to pull one over on Ryan, but Ryan didn’t seem fazed at all.

“And dessert too. I hear the chocolate lava cakes are awesome.”

Of course men bonded over food. Why would my son be any different?

“What do you like on your pizza?” Ryan asked.

“Everything, but Mom only likes pepperoni, onion, and black olives.”

“Well, I guess there’s only one solution then.” James hung his head in disappointment. No doubt Ryan would suggest we just get what I liked, which I really appreciated. “We’re just going to have to get two pizzas.”

James whipped his head up and gave a big smile to Ryan. “Really?”

“Yeah. I mean, I can put away a whole pizza by myself, so I don’t think it would be smart to get just one anyway.”

Ryan held out his fist and they did some kind of bump and then explosion. I rolled my eyes at their weird form of male bonding and continued to pack. Then I realized that I had no idea where Ryan lived. We had never been to his house.

“Ryan, I don’t even know where you live.”

“Just outside of town. I have a few acres with a log cabin at the back of the property.”

“Oh. I guess I didn’t figure you for a log cabin kind of guy. Are you sure there’s enough space?”

“I think we’ll manage,” he chuckled. 

I didn’t know why that was funny. I wasn’t sure he had any idea how much space a child could take up, or a woman for that matter. When we packed this weekend, he’d see exactly how intrusive we were going to be.
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“You said cabin. This is not a cabin.”

“Yes it is,” Ryan said as he raised his eyebrow at me.

“No. A cabin is small and fits two people. This is a log mansion.”

I stared out the window at the monstrosity in front of us. It was gorgeous, but definitely not a cabin. It looked like there were three stories and the second story had a wrap around porch. The roof was some kind of green metal that wasn’t the most attractive, but seeing as how Ryan was in construction, there must have been some reason he chose that.

“No, it’s not. It just looks big.”

“Really? Because it looks like you could fit five families in there.”

He gave me a strange look. “Not even close. Our bedroom is on the second floor, which is the main level of the house. There are two bedrooms upstairs and three downstairs. You can choose any of them for James.”

“I think I would prefer him to be upstairs. I don’t like the idea of him being on the lower level alone.”

“Whatever you want is fine.”

He parked the truck and we all got out and grabbed a few bags. James was staring in awe at the house and all the outdoor space.

“What do you think, bud?” Ryan asked.

James closed his gaping mouth and shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.”

Ryan shook his head in amusement and we all walked toward the back door. When Ryan opened it and stepped aside for us to enter, I felt like I’d entered another world. The foyer was easily the size of my living room and kitchen. Off to the right was the kitchen and off to the left was a staircase and then double doors beyond that. The most remarkable thing I saw was the view straight ahead. The living room was right in front with large windows that went all the way up to the third floor. There was a huge stone fireplace and leather sectionals placed around the large living room, along with some armchairs. 

I walked straight ahead and looked out the large windows. The view was spectacular. Large trees were set back off the property line and there was a pond in the distance. I shook my head in disbelief that we would be living amongst all this beauty.

“So, you said you have a few acres. Where’s your property line?”

“Um, well, it’s past the trees.”

“Oh, like just inside the trees? I’d like to take a walk, but I don’t want to wander onto someone else’s property.”

He scratched the back of his head and squinted off into the distance. “Um, I’m sure you’ll be fine. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Well, I’d prefer to know. Just tell me approximately how far it is.”

He sighed and pointed off to the left. “The property line goes off about a half mile that way and and half mile the other way.”

“And how far back does it go?” This didn’t sound like the few acres he was talking about.

“About a mile.”

“That’s not a few acres.”

“No.”

“That’s…” I tried to calculate in my head how many acres that was, but I was having trouble doing the math.”

“Roughly six hundred and forty acres.”

My jaw dropped open. This man was insane. He made it sound like he lived in some modest house on a modest piece of land when he was really living like a king.

“How do you..I don’t understand. How can you afford all this?”

“Well, my grandparents left me a pretty good inheritance. When I started the company with Logan and we started growing, I decided that I wanted to build something for myself. This land was available. So Logan designed the house according to what I had in mind and I found this land. It was just perfect. I imagined having a family out here some day. I didn’t realize it would be quite so soon, but that was the idea behind it.”

I was shocked. I really didn’t know what to say about any of it. I shook my head to clear the amazement from my face. “Well, how about you show us where to put our bags and we’ll get settled in.”

“Sure. Follow me.” He led me back toward the staircase and turned to the right where the double doors were. “James, upstairs are two bedrooms. You can choose whichever one you want.”

James looked to me as if to ask if he could go. I nodded and he ran up the stairs to find his new room. “Cool!” I laughed and followed Ryan through the double doors to my new bedroom. It was amazing. A king size bed sat against the wall across from the doors, with a row of windows above. The right wall had double doors that led out to the porch, and there was a fireplace in the corner. The room was huge. It could have had my living room furniture in there and still been cozy. 

To the left was a door that led into the bathroom. I walked in and practically wept with joy. There was a walk-in shower that didn’t have a door, but receded back into the wall. The lower half had a stone wall, while the upper half was glass. The vanity looked like an entryway table and on top were two big bowls with faucets attached. Off to the right was a giant garden tub that I could imagine soaking in every night. How did I end up with this man? This couldn’t be real.

“Right now I only have one dresser, but the closet is very large. How about we see how much space you need after you’ve filled the closet and then we can find dressers for the bedroom?”

“That sounds fine.”

“Mom! Mom! You’ve got to come see this.” James was jumping in the doorway of the bedroom, so I followed him upstairs to see his room. There was a cute loft that overlooked the backyard and a bedroom to the left of that. James was dragging me to the bedroom on the other side. There was a little living room set up outside his room where he could read. James loved to read, so this was perfect for him. His room was easily the size of our two bedrooms combined in our apartment. He showed me all the key features of the room and the view. Then he just stopped talking and started throwing his clothes in the dresser like he was afraid I would change my mind about staying.

I walked back downstairs to find Ryan in the kitchen staring out the window. “So, how are you holding up with all this?”

“Huh?” He turned to me with a questioning look. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“Is this all too much for you? I know you said you built this for a family, but I’m guessing that you thought it would be your family and not a fake family.”

“As far as I’m concerned, you are my family. We’re married now and James is my son. Well, stepson. I’m not going to pretend that this isn’t a little weird, because it is, but we’ll make it work. We just need some time to adjust.”

He said it all very matter of fact and I had no doubt that he wanted to mean it, but something in his voice told me that he was just telling himself that in the hopes that if he said it enough, he would believe it. He was right though. We were married now and I would try to make the most of it and make sure he didn’t regret his decision to help us.
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I was ready to go to bed by nine o’clock. The bath was calling my name, but I was so tired and I didn’t want to just go jump in the tub my first night here. James was already upstairs and had gone to bed a half hour ago. He seemed to be slightly more relaxed around Ryan the rest of the night, so I took that as a good sign.

“I’m going to head to bed now. Do you have a certain side you sleep on?”

“No, whatever side you want is fine. I’m just going to lock up and then I’ll be in,” Ryan said.

He seemed a little distant, but I couldn’t blame him. This was a lot to take in. 

“I just want you to know, if you change your mind about this, I won’t be upset with you. I know I told you that you couldn’t back out, but I want you to know that I understand how difficult this must be.”

He didn’t say anything, but nodded, so I went to the bedroom and got ready for bed. When I came out of the bathroom, Ryan was undressing in the bedroom. He had on his white t-shirt and his jeans were unzipped and sitting low on his hips. His eyes roamed my body and I started rethinking wearing just a t-shirt to bed.

His eyes narrowed in on my chest and a scowl appeared on his face. I looked down and then back up at him. “What? Is something wrong?”

“Army. I’m guessing that’s Michael’s shirt?”

I looked down at the wording and flushed. “Yes. He left it when he..” I didn’t finish my thought. “I just wear it as a night shirt.”

He walked over to me and stepped right into my space. I felt his fingers brush the hem of my shirt and start dragging it up. I almost pushed his hands away, but his eyes held me captive. I lifted my arms as he pulled the shirt up over my head and threw it in the corner. Then he reached behind him and pulled his shirt over his head by the neck. He slipped the shirt over my head and slid it in place. His eyes didn’t leave mine the entire time.

“As long as you’re my wife, you’ll never wear that fucker’s clothes again.”

I nodded slightly and parted my lips slightly. My nipples were pebbling under my shirt and my heart was racing. Part of me wanted to lean forward and kiss him, but the other part of me was worried about blurring the lines of our new relationship. His eyes dropped to my lips and he leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on my lips.

“Goodnight, Cassandra.”

He walked into the bathroom and I heard the shower start. I didn’t waste another minute climbing into bed and burying myself in the covers. Ryan had always made me want more and now that I had him, I was worried that I would only get my heart broken.




















CHAPTER FIVE

Ryan

I WOKE EARLY the next morning to the feel of soft skin under my hands. I peeked an eye open to see that Cassandra’s ass was snuggled firmly against my cock, which was standing to attention. My arm was wrapped around her waist and my hand was cupping her breast. I could feel her pert nipple against my palm and it was doing nothing to ease the pain of my swelling erection.

She started to move and my cock slid snuggly between her ass cheeks. She must have been aroused because I could feel her pussy juices leaking down to meet my cock. My hips started thrusting further, seeking her heat. I needed to feel myself inside her. Deep down, I knew that if she was awake, she would flip out, but I just couldn’t control myself. I wanted her.

“Oh.” The breathy moan slipped through her lips and I started to pull back. This was not the way to initiate sex with my wife. That was the weirdest thought I’d had yet.

“What the hell?”

Cassandra jumped up from the bed and pulled her shirt down from where it had ridden up. It was then that I connected the dots and realized she hadn’t worn underwear to bed. 

“Why were your hands on me? And your..” She waved her hand at my cock that was now showing from where she flung the covers off. I quickly covered myself and tried my best not to think about what it felt like to have her in my arms.

“Look, I’m sorry. I was sleeping and I woke up that way.”

“This is why we shouldn’t be sharing a room. I don’t..ugh!” She stormed off into the bathroom and closed the door with a bang. I fell back against the pillows and looked at my alarm clock. It was early still and I didn’t need to be up yet, so I let myself drift back off to sleep after getting my hard on under control.

“Ryan. Ryan.” In my mind, Cassandra was calling out my name as she rode me hard. Her breasts were jiggling up and down as she shook my body with each bounce. In reality, someone was pushing my shoulder and when I pried my eyes open, James staring at me. 

“Huh?”

“I’m hungry. What can I eat for breakfast?”

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and sat up. “I’ll make you some breakfast.” I flicked the covers off and stood up.

“Eww. Why do you have so much hair down there?” I looked down and remembered that I was naked. I pulled the covers across the bed and quickly covered myself.

“Um. I have hair because you get it as you get older.”

“Everyone?”

“Yeah, everyone. Some day you’ll have hair down there, too, little dude.”

“Why was it, you know, sticking up?”

I blinked several times and tried to think about how to answer that. “Um. It’s called morning wood.”

“What’s that? I didn’t see any wood.”

I scratched my head and tried to think like a ten year old. “Okay, so you know when two adults get older they have sex, right?”

He gave me an odd look and then asked the dreaded question. “What’s sex?” Seriously, the kid was ten and Cassandra had never talked to him about sex?

“Hold on. How about you go in the kitchen and I’ll get some pants on.”

He shrugged and left the room. I quickly got in some sweats and made my way to the kitchen, hoping he had forgotten all about our conversation. I pulled out the stuff to make eggs and started to make breakfast.

“Are you going to finish telling me what morning wood is?”

I set the breakfast stuff aside and leaned against the counter. “Alright. So, a guy has a penis, right?” He nodded. “Well, a girl has a vagina.”

“What’s a vagina?”

“It’s a..hole..down there.” I waved toward my groin.

“Oh, you mean a hoo-hoo.”

Shit. She hadn’t even told him the proper terminology. I nodded and continued my explanation.

“And that’s where a man sticks his penis. That’s what sex is.”

“So, you just stick your penis in a girl and leave it there? For how long?”

“No, you don’t just leave it there. You move it in and out and you do other..stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Um..well, you can use your fingers down there or your mouth.” Was that too much information?

“To do what?”

“To give her pleasure.”

He thought about it for a minute.

“Do you do that to my mom?”

“Uh..no.”

“Why not? How do you choose a girl to do that to?”

“Well, you have to like the girl you do that to.”

“Do you not like my mom?”

Geez, this kid was never going to stop the questions and I had a feeling that I wasn’t supposed to be divulging this much information to him, but the kid had to know at some point.

“I do, but we just haven’t done that yet.”

“So, why was yours so big? You said that was morning wood. What is that?”

“Mine is big because I’m older. When you’re older, yours will be bigger too. As for morning wood, when you get..happy to see a woman, your penis gets bigger and sticks up. Then you can put it in the girl’s vagina.”

“So, it doesn’t work if it’s not sticking up?”

“No.”

“Huh. So how do I get mine to stick up?”

I scratched my head. Why did all his questions have to be so tough? “You can’t make it. When your body is ready, it’ll just happen.”

“So, when mine sticks up, I find a girl I like and stick it in her?”

“What are you two talking about?” Cassandra screeched.

“Uh..”

“Ryan was telling me about sex and morning wood.”

That little fucker just threw me under the bus. “Cassandra, it’s not what it sounds like.”

“James, go finish getting ready for school while I make your breakfast.”

James looked at me and shrugged, then left the room.

“Why were you telling my son about sex and morning wood?”

“He saw me naked this morning and one thing led to another. I swear, I didn’t want to talk to him about this-”

“Then why did you? You aren’t his father. You have no right to talk to him about that stuff!”

I was pissed by her comments. I shook my head and walked toward her, stepping into her space. “I’m not his father? So, I’m good enough to use to keep your son, but not good enough to be labeled his father?”

“Up until this morning, you couldn’t even remember his name!”

“I understand that you may not want me talking to him about some stuff, but the kid asked and he should have already been told about this stuff. Why haven’t you told him about sex yet?”

“Because he’s too young to know.”

“He’s ten! He’s gonna be going through puberty any day now and he doesn’t understand why guys get hard. Do you want him to freak out when his body starts changing?”

“Look, you could have come to me and told me that he had questions. I would have talked to him.”

“He wouldn’t have had questions if he hadn’t seen me naked. He doesn’t have any kind of father figure. I know you want to think that you’re all he needs, but a boy needs a man to talk to. The sex talk would be uncomfortable coming from you. He can ask me things that I fully understand. You can explain the mechanics, but how are you going to explain puberty to him? He doesn’t have the same parts as you.”

“He’s my son. I get to decide when he’s ready to talk about this stuff. I get to decide who explains sex to him. I don’t need a man whore telling my son about sex.”

I took a step back, feeling my body tightening in response to her accusation. I clenched my jaw to keep from saying something that would only make this situation worse. Deciding I’d had enough, I walked off toward my bedroom and got dressed for work. 

If there was one thing I didn’t need, it was being called names when I was doing everything I could to help her. I was probably the last of my friends that could ever be considered a man whore. I’d had several serious relationships over the years and though I’d had a few one night stands, I generally didn’t sleep with women I wasn’t dating. In fact, I had only been with one woman since I’d broken up with my girlfriend and the reason I hadn’t gone back for seconds or looked for someone new was because I was hung up on Cassandra. 

I finished dressing and went to find Cassandra. She was still in the kitchen, making breakfast for James, who was sitting on a bar stool. 

“Here’s your house key and the garage door opener. You can park in there when you get home today.”

“I don’t have my car. We left it at my apartment, remember?”

Shit. Now I was going to have to drive into town with her.

“Hurry up. I have a meeting this morning that I can’t be late for.”

Cassandra ran off to the bedroom and I sat down at the counter waiting for her. 

“Are you and Mom fighting?”

“Yeah, bud. Don’t worry about it, though. We’ll work it out.”

“Are you going to drop me off at school today?”

“Do you want me to?”

He rubbed a spot on the counter and wouldn’t look at me. “It’s not like you’re my dad, but..”

“But what?”

“Some of my friends saw you drop me off yesterday. They thought your truck was pretty cool.”

“Oh yeah? So, I’m like the cool guy now?”

He shrugged. “I guess.”

“You’ll have to ask your mom. I’m not sure she’s too happy with me right now.”

“Cuz you were telling me about sex?”

“Yep.”

“But, you’ll still answer my questions, right?”

I ran a hand over my jaw trying to decide what to say. On the one hand, I wanted this kid to talk to me if he needed to. It was weird for him to talk to his mom, but on the other hand, she really didn’t want me anywhere near her kid right now.

“I need to talk to your mom first. I think maybe it’s best if you ask her questions from now on.”

“But she’s a girl. You even said that she has a vagina. How would she even know what to say?”

The kid had a point.

Cassandra came running out before I could answer his question and we headed for the truck. The ride was uncomfortable and even more so when James asked if I could drop him off at school today. Cassandra glared at me, but I just shrugged. When I dropped her off at her car, she came around to my side and made a motion for me to roll down the window.

“No sex talk. We need to discuss this more before you tell him anything else.”

“Right. I wouldn’t want to teach my man whore ways to your son.” 

I rolled up the window and pulled away before she had a chance to say anything else. I dropped James off at school and saw that his friends were pointing to my truck and asking him questions. He smiled slightly before waving and going into the school. At least it seemed I had one person that liked me.

Work flew by and before I knew it, it was already seven o’clock at night. I was loaded down with work, but the reality was, I wasn’t looking forward to going home to my new situation. I was extremely attracted to Cassandra and her kid didn’t seem too bad, but all she did was criticize me so far. When I had proposed the idea to her, I had imagined that she would practically fall down on her knees and rip my pants open to get to my cock, or some other form of gratitude. Instead, she didn’t seem to want me or even seem happy that I had helped her. 

I finally left about seven-thirty when I could no longer justify staying at the office. I drove home as slowly as possible and when I got to the garage, I sat outside for a good ten minutes trying to will myself to go in. When Cassandra poked her head out the door and waved me in, I heaved a sigh and dragged my ass inside.

Cassandra was in the kitchen cleaning up what looked like dinner dishes and Ryan was sitting at the picnic style dining room table doing his homework. I glanced around the kitchen and noticed there were no plates of leftovers and no little containers that held my dinner. Great.

I went over to the fridge and started pulling out stuff for a sandwich. It was too late at night to cook anything.

“I think we need to set some guidelines about the way things are gonna go around here,” she said in a low voice. She probably didn’t want James to hear. He was in the other room and didn’t seem to be paying attention.

“Yeah, like maybe dinner being ready when I get home,” I mumbled under my breath.

“What?”

“I said, sure. I just want to eat my dinner.” She narrowed her eyes at me and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Before you have any deep and meaningful conversations with my son, you need to talk to me first. He’s only ten and I need to be sure that what you say to him is appropriate.”

I took a bite of my sandwich and tried my very best to not say anything stupid right now. It pissed me off that she thought I was so incompetent that I couldn’t judge what was appropriate to say to a kid. I’ll admit, the sex conversation could have gone better, but there’s just no way to sugar coat sex.

“A parent called me today to say James was talking about sex with her son. Apparently, James told him all about how women have a hole down there and that’s where a boy sticks his penis when it gets hard.”

I continued to chew my sandwich. I just didn’t have anything to say to her. Obviously, she wouldn’t listen to me if I told her that I was trying to explain it in the least graphic way. She didn’t care. She only cared that her little boy now knew about something that was dirty.

“Are you even listening to me? Parents have the right to choose when their child learns about this stuff. I don’t want my son informing other kids about the birds and the bees.”

I went to the fridge and grabbed a beer. I took a long drink to wash down the sandwich and all the shit I wanted to spew at her right now.

“You’re giving me the silent treatment? How is that mature?”

“Hey, Ryan! Guess what? I finished the first Harry Potter book. Now you can read it and I’ll start on the second.”

“Sounds good, kid.”

“Do you want to go upstairs to the loft? We can start our books together.” He looked so excited and actually seemed like he wanted to spend time with me. If it was between staying down here and listening to Cassandra rag on me some more about how I talked to her son or reading a book about a wizard, I’d gladly get out my wizard hat.

“Yeah. Let me finish my sandwich and I’ll be right up.”

“Cool!” He ran upstairs and I finished my sandwich, all the while Cassandra was shooting daggers at me. I grabbed my beer and headed for the stairs.

“You are not seriously drinking around my son?”

I turned to her and chugged the last of my beer, then threw the bottle in the sink where it smashed into pieces. She looked at me with wide eyes before I turned on my heel and headed upstairs.

James was sitting on the couch in the lounge area outside his room and had two books with him. I sat down on the opposite side and he handed me the book. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. Not exactly my idea of a good read, but what the hell. James and I sat in silence for the next half hour reading. I had to admit, the book wasn’t too bad.

“James, it’s time to get ready for bed,” Cassandra said from the top of the stairs. He closed his book and hopped up.

“Alright, Mom.” He turned to me with a hopeful expression. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Sure, kid.”

He ran off to his bedroom and I placed the book down on the coffee table. I brushed past Cassandra and headed downstairs. I had no idea what I was going to do with the rest of my night. It was only eight-fifteen and I didn’t want to go to bed yet, but I didn’t want to be around Cassandra either. 

I walked down to the lower level and sat in one of my leather chairs, staring out the window. I hadn’t bothered with the lights because I wanted to see outside. I used to think this was my sanctuary. It got lonely at times and I wanted to someday have someone to share all this with. When I asked Cassandra to marry me, I’d thought it would turn into something great, but the way things were going, I wasn’t sure how long we’d make it before one of us killed the other.

I sat down there staring out at my backyard until well into the night. I fell asleep at some point and when I next woke, the sun was peeking up over the horizon. I sat up and immediately regretted not going to bed last night. My neck was stiff and I could only look straight ahead. This was going to make for a shitty day at work.

I walked upstairs to take a shower, but when I got to my bedroom, the bathroom door was locked and I could hear Cassandra getting ready. I walked over to the closet and grabbed my clothes for the day, then went back downstairs to use the other bathroom. Since all my bathroom stuff was locked with Cassandra in my ensuite bathroom, I had none of my usual bathroom supplies, so the five o’clock shadow that I would normally shave off was going to have to be there the rest of the day.

I didn’t bother getting upset about the fact that I couldn’t use my own damn bathroom or that I couldn’t shave. It just wasn’t worth it. The situation was what it was and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it now. I made my bed and now I had to lie in it.

James wanted me to drop him at school again and after a slight nod from Cassandra, I loaded him up in the truck and headed off for the day. I went through my day on autopilot and decided that I was going to head to The Pub when the work day was over. Logan had been watching me all day and kept giving me strange looks. When I stepped into The Pub, I wasn’t at all shocked to see that he had followed me or that he had called the guys. 

I walked over to the table where they were all hanging out and saw they had already ordered beer for me. I took a long swig preparing for the Q & A session.

“So, you got yourself hitched.” Sean said. “You said I was crazy for getting married.”

“Guess I’m just as crazy. Only difference is, you actually like your wife.”

All the guys sent each other questioning glances.

“I thought you liked Cassandra. What’s going on?” Cole asked.

“Basically, I married her to help her out with an upcoming custody battle. Only problem is, now that we’re married, she doesn’t seem to approve of anything I do.” I shook my head in disgust. “Everything I do, she bitches at me and tells me I’m wrong. Can’t do a fucking thing right in her eyes.”

“When did you get married?” Drew asked.

“Saturday night. In Vegas.”

I drank down the rest of my beer and signaled to the waitress for more. She quickly brought another round and I sucked back another beer. When the guys didn’t immediately jump on their beers, I grabbed another from the table.

“It’s only Wednesday. Give it time,” Jack said. “Women are stubborn and you have to let them warm up to you.”

I gave him a quizzical look. “I married her to help her out financially so she could keep her kid. I moved her out of her crackerjack apartment to my house, that’s she taken over by the way, and she rags on me for every little thing I do. Oh, and I forgot, she doesn’t want to blur the lines of our relationship, so no sex. Yeah, and it’s only Wednesday.”

“Welcome to marriage, buddy,” Jack said slapping me on the back.

“What did you expect? That she would get down on her knees and suck your cock because you helped her out?”

I looked at Logan with a raised eyebrow. He barked out a laugh and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Damn, Ryan, you have a lot to learn about women.”

“Look, we’ve been dancing around this attraction for a year and half now. Why is it so wrong that when we got married I thought we would have a real marriage?”

“It’s not, but she’s got her kid to think about. She’s thinking that this is going to end and she doesn’t want to get hurt.”

I turned and looked at Drew questioningly. “Since when did you become Dr. Freud?”

“It’s the same shit Sarah went through. She needed to protect her and the twins first. She didn’t want to start something that she wasn’t ready to finish. Same thing with Cassandra. I bet you that fancy house of yours.”

“Alright, so she’s thinking of her kid. I get it, but it’s my goddamn house and I can’t even use my own bathroom.”

“You think that’s bad? I have two kids at home and..Sarah’s pregnant. Shit. I haven’t spent more than five minutes in my bathroom since we got married. Now with another on the way?” He shook his head.

“So, congratulations?” Cole said.

We all kind of looked at each other, not knowing what to say.

“I mean, yeah. I’m excited. The twins are mine, but this is my kid, ya know. It’s..” Drew took a deep breath and blew it out. “It’s good. Really. I’m happy. I’m just realizing that I will never have my own space anymore. The twins are turning two and soon we’ll have another.”

“What are the chances you’ll have another set of twins now that Sarah already had one set?” I asked.

Drew visibly paled and looked like he might pass out. Cole quickly pushed in the chair behind him. “Shit. I didn’t think about that. Can that happen?”

I shrugged. I didn’t have a fucking clue, but it seemed if it could happen once, it could happen again. “What about you, Cole? Are you and Alex having kids anytime soon?”

“We’ve been trying for a while now, but..” He shook his head. “I guess it’s just not meant to be.”

“That sucks, man. After all you guys have been through,” I sympathized.

“Is it.. I mean, do the doctors think it’s because of what she’s been through?” Sebastian asked. He still felt responsible for everything that had happened to her. Every time he saw her, you could see it in his eyes that he felt he’d let her down.

“They think it could have something to do with when she was missing, but they aren’t sure. They told us to just keep trying, but not to put too much pressure on ourselves.”

It seemed we all had our own problems to deal with. Maybe it was a good night to get wasted.




















CHAPTER SIX

Cassandra

I HAD WANTED to apologize to Ryan when he got home from work. I had been really hard on him and I could see it on his face when he got up this morning that I was wearing on him. He hadn’t come to bed last night and when I went downstairs to find him, he was asleep in the chair. I didn’t want to wake him in case he didn’t want to be around me.

I couldn’t explain why I was acting the way I was. I was so worried that I had introduced Ryan to my son and it would somehow screw him up. When I heard him telling James about sex, I was just so shocked at how detailed he was being that I lost it. I had been the sole parent to my son for so long that I wasn’t sure I knew how to let go.

Headlights shown through the window and I stomped over to the window to look out. It was past eleven and he was just getting home. He hadn’t called or sent a text to me and that was just rude. I couldn’t see much because the headlights were still shining, but someone got out and crossed in front of the pick up and then two figures were walking toward the door. I swung the door open and glared at Ryan who was being held up by Logan.

“What the hell is this?”

“Hey there, wifey. I got a little drunk, so my pal Logan brought me home.”

“How much has he had to drink?” I asked Logan.

“Enough that the bartender cut him off,” he said as he pulled a stumbling Ryan through the door and plopped him on the floor near the bedroom.

“What the hell was he thinking? He has a family at home now to think about.”

“Does he?” Logan asked. He stared me down for a moment and I started to squirm under his penetrating gaze. “You want me to get him in his room? Or maybe he should sleep downstairs again?”

I had a feeling that Logan knew way too much about what was going on between Ryan and I. I suddenly felt the need to defend myself. Logan couldn’t know everything that was going on between us. He’d only heard Ryan’s side.

“Look, things between us have been tense, but that’s no excuse for him showing up drunk at this hour. There’s a little boy upstairs that waited on him to come home because he promised to read with him. You tell me how that’s fair.”

“What happens between you two is your business.” He looked over at Ryan and I followed his gaze. Ryan was slumped over against the wall passed out. “All I know is that he thought he was going to be helping you out and ever since he married you, he feels like he’s failing you. He’s trying. Maybe you should think about if you could say the same.”

He turned and walked out the door, driving away moments later. I turned back to look at Ryan and felt shame creep in. Logan was right. Ryan had been trying to help me and I’d just been shitting on him. I wasn’t even sure if I’d thanked him for all he’d done for us. I walked over to him and tapped him on the face to wake him.

“Hmm?” His eyes fluttered open and a faint smile touched his lips. “Wifey! I think I fucked up. Are you gonna yell at me some more?”

“No, but I think we should get you to bed. I don’t think you’ll be very comfortable sleeping against the wall.”

I grabbed him around the arm and stumbled a few times trying to get him up. We struggled to make it to the bedroom and when I finally got him on the bed, he was passed out again. I took off his shoes and tie, but left the rest of his clothes on. I placed a wastebasket on his side of the bed and climbed in next to him. 

As I laid in bed, I thought about how nice it would be to lie next to him as the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. If only things were that simple. It took me a while to fall asleep because Logan’s words kept me awake. I felt absolutely terrible that Ryan had done this amazing thing for me and I had been yelling at him and criticizing him for the past four days. I wasn’t sure how, but I would make it up to him before I totally destroyed what he was trying to do for me.
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“Oh fuck.”

I rolled over to see Ryan’s arm draped over his face to block the light. I got up and pulled the shade to block the light from coming in. It was a little later than I normally got up, but I didn’t care this morning. 

“Can I get you anything?” I asked as I sat down on the bed.

“No. I just need a shower.” He sat up and gripped the sheets as if he was trying to hold on for dear life. “How did I get home last night? I didn’t drive, did I?”

“No. Logan dropped you off. You were quite drunk.”

“Yeah, well. Shit happens.”

He got up and stumbled to the bathroom, so I went into the kitchen to make coffee. I could hear James upstairs moving around, so I went ahead and made breakfast. I wouldn’t have a lot of time to get ready this morning, but I needed to be sure that my son was at least fed.

When Ryan got out of the bathroom, I called upstairs to James that his breakfast was ready and then went to take my shower. Ryan looked like shit this morning. He didn’t shave and he looked really hungover. Not at all the professional Ryan that I knew.

“Not shaving again today?”

“Well, yesterday the bathroom was occupied and I don’t have time this morning, so this is how I’m going. You got a problem with that?”

I guess I deserved that. I hadn’t been very kind to him, so I supposed it was only so long before he got tired of my shit.

“I made you some breakfast. I thought it might help.”

He grunted and finished getting dressed.

“I’m sorry about-”

“Look, can we not do this today? I feel like shit and I have to get to work.”

A small stab hit me straight in the chest. I knew I didn’t have any right to feel so hurt, but I was trying to apologize for my shitty attitude. Maybe it was just too late. “Sure. If James is done eating, we’ll take you to work.”

I walked out of the bedroom as tears pricked my eyes. I would not cry. I would not cry. I had done this to myself. He just needed some space now and maybe when his hangover was gone we could talk and work things out.

James was finishing up eating, so I grabbed my travel mug and filled it with coffee. “Why don’t you get your shoes on. We have to drop Ryan off at his office this morning, so we need to leave.”

He hopped down off the stool and slunk over to the door by the garage. He was still disappointed that Ryan hadn’t been home last night to read with him. For the first time in his life, he felt like he had a father figure to hang out with and already he was being disappointed. I tried to tell him that Ryan must have had to work late, but it didn’t mean a thing to him. 

Ryan walked over to the garage door and pretty much ignored James as he walked out to my car. James’s face turned angry and I knew what was coming. James got in the car and slammed the door.

“You broke your promise to me,” I heard him say as I opened the driver’s side door. “You said we would read last night and you didn’t come home.”

Ryan didn’t say anything. He just sat there and ignored James which just made things worse.

“I knew you’d be a shitty father,” he grumbled.

“James! You do not speak like that.”

“It’s true. You told me we were going to be a family, but he’s only around when he wants to be.”

“Hey, kid. I may be a shitty father, but I’m a fuck of a lot better than your real dad that walked out on you.”

“Ryan!” I yelled and he glared at me, daring me to say anything else. I didn’t know what to say. I looked back at James and he had tears running down his face. I had always tried to tell James that his dad was off in the military and couldn’t come home, but the last few years, he had come to realize that his dad wasn’t there because he didn’t want to be. Now Ryan had just shoved that in his face.

I threw the car in gear and dropped Ryan at the office before taking James to school. When we got there, I parked in the overflow lot instead of going in the drop off line. Turning around in my seat, I could tell that James was having a hard time dealing with everything.

“James, I don’t want you to listen to Ryan. He’s having a bad day and he took it out on you. If your father was able to be here, he would.”

“Why did he leave us? Did he really not want me?”

My heart broke as my son tried to understand the stupidity of a father that couldn’t stick around for his son.

“Baby, I don’t know why people do what they do, but I promise you, you will always have me and no matter what happens, we’ll get through it together.”

He still looked completely dejected and I just couldn’t stand to send him into school feeling miserable.

“How about you and I have a day to ourselves?”

His head shot up and a smile spread across his face. How could anyone ever make him feel like he wasn’t enough?

“Really?”

“Yeah. I don’t feel like going into work anyway. We’ll go have some fun.”
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James and I spent the day having fun. I called his school and told them he was sick, then I called my secretary and told her I would be out for the day. There was no one so important that I couldn’t blow off for a day with my son.

We went to Pittsburgh and spent the morning at the zoo. Then we got lunch at a diner and stopped by an ice cream parlor. We tried a scoop of every flavor, which I was sure I would regret later, but in the moment, it was fun.

We caught an afternoon showing of a new movie that was out and feasted on popcorn and candy. I hadn’t seen James have such a good time in so long and that made me a little sad. Maybe all my penny pinching had taken a little too much of the fun out of everything. I’d have to be sure that I still worked in fun things for us to do.

We headed back home and picked up groceries to make tacos for dinner. When we pulled in, Ryan was already home and he flung open the door and took a few steps out. I didn’t bother pulling into the garage because he looked really upset.

“Ryan? Is everything okay?” I asked as I got out of the car.

His eyes were searching and when he saw James step out he looked..relieved?

“What’s going on?”

“The school called me. They were trying to reach you about getting James’s homework. They called your office, but your secretary said you weren’t in and they couldn’t reach you on your cell phone.”

“I took James for a day out. I thought it would be good for us.”

He ran his hand over his short hair and then down his face. “I tried calling you and when you didn’t answer.. Anyway, I picked up your homework, bud.”

James stormed past Ryan. “I’m not your bud.” He walked in the house and slammed the door. Ryan actually looked really upset, but after everything that had happened the last few days, I wasn’t sure what to say to him.

He turned and headed back into the house, so I grabbed the groceries and took them into the kitchen. After everything was unloaded, I started walking upstairs to talk to James, but I stopped when I heard Ryan’s voice.

“Buddy, I know I screwed up this morning. I should have never said that about your father. I don’t know the details of why he isn’t here, so that wasn’t fair.”

“It’s true, though. My friends all have their dads with them. If my dad wanted me, he’d be here.”

“Forget about him. I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”

I wanted to jump up and tell him not to make promises that he couldn’t keep. We hadn’t decided what we would do when we got through this upcoming custody battle.

“You say that now, but last night you weren’t here.”

“I know. I screwed up, buddy. I made you a promise and I should have kept it. I feel horrible that I missed out. In the future, if I won’t be home in time, I’ll call and let you know.”

I didn’t hear anything else, so I took that as my cue to leave before I got caught eavesdropping. I went back in the kitchen and got started on the taco meat. Ryan came in a few minutes later and stood across the island from me.

“I’m sorry about last night. I don’t remember much, but I’m sure that was not how you wanted me to come home.”

“I need to apologize too. I haven’t been giving you very much leeway. I know you’re trying and I’ve been nagging at you about everything.”

“Well, there may have been one or two things that weren’t my finer moments. I swear I used to drink beer with my dad.”

I laughed at how he held up his hands in surrender. 

“Aside from that, you have been trying and I haven’t really acknowledged that.”

“I swear to you, I knew what I was getting into when I asked you to marry me. I really am trying to be a father to him. It’s just an adjustment for me. It’s not like I became a father the day he was born, so it’s hard being thrown in at the age of ten.”

“I know. I overreacted to some things. The sex thing, I know that it probably took you off guard.”

“You can say that again.”

“It’s not the way I would have handled it, but maybe it was better coming from you. I just hope you’re prepared for when puberty hits and he has more questions.”

He cleared his throat uncomfortably, but smiled. “I’ll try.”

He helped me finish making dinner and then the three of us sat down as a family and ate dinner. 

“So, Ryan are you going to read with me tonight?”

“I need to help your mom clean up, but then-”

“No. It’s okay. You guys go on. I’ll do the clean up.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. James and I spent the whole day together. You guys go have fun.”

James took off for the stairs and Ryan smiled at me and then followed. I heard Ryan and James talking briefly about Harry Potter and then it was quiet. I cleaned up the kitchen and then went to soak in the tub. I felt a little strange still about taking a bath when it didn’t feel like my house yet, but I told myself to get over it. After I was turning wrinkly, I got out and wrapped a towel around myself. Looking around the bathroom, I realized that I had forgotten my clothes in the bedroom. I snuck a look into the bedroom and saw Ryan getting undressed already. I had no idea what time it was, but it must be at least eight-thirty.

Ryan looked up as I walked out clutching the towel to my body. His eyes slowly roamed my body before they came back to my face.

“Did you have a good bath?”

“Yes. I just forgot my pajamas out here.”

“Why don’t you put on some underwear and I’ll give you a massage?” I chewed my lip as I tried to figure out his ulterior motive, and Ryan must have read it all over my face. “I swear, no funny business. I just thought a massage would feel nice after your bath.”

I nodded and quickly got some panties out. He turned around and I slipped them on and then climbed under the covers on my belly.

“It’s gonna be hard to give you a massage if you’re all covered up.” He walked into the bathroom and returned moments later. The covers were removed and I felt the cool air hit my skin. I heard Ryan rubbing his hands together and I peeked up to see him rubbing lotion in his hands.

He wrapped his large hands around my leg and started massaging the lotion into my legs. When he was done, he started on my feet, digging his thumbs into the arch of my foot and heel, getting all the sore spots. I groaned at how wonderful it felt.

“It’s probably best if you don’t make those kinds of noises right now. You’re practically naked.”

I buried my face in the pillow to hide my embarrassment. I heard him chuckle and then he moved on to the other leg. His fingers were magical and soon I was drifting off. I felt him move to my back, but I was so relaxed that I didn’t really pay attention. My body just kept relaxing further and further into the bed until I was almost asleep.

“Sweet dreams, Cassandra,” Ryan whispered in my ear before I fell asleep. 
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“Grandpa!” James ran to my father and practically ran him over. My parents had invited us over for Sunday dinner and I was surprised at how willing Ryan was to come along. We had moved all that we could from my apartment yesterday and just had to decide what to do with the stuff I wouldn’t be bringing to Ryan’s house.

“Cassie, girl. It’s good to see you again.” Dad leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek and wrapped me in a warm hug. I loved coming to visit my parents. They were always so supportive of me.

“Dad, I’m glad you asked us to come out. James was excited to finish working on that project with you.”

“Well, maybe Ryan wants to come help us out, seeing as he’s in construction.”

“I’d be glad to.” Dad and James ran off to the backyard, but Ryan lingered for a moment before walking over to me and brushing a kiss across my lips. “Cassie girl. It suits you.” He trailed his fingers along my neck and brushed his thumb over my lips. He leaned in a second time and kissed me me harder. I gasped at the feel of electricity that ran through me and he took advantage, slipping his tongue inside. As he stroked my tongue with his, I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like if he stroked other parts of my body as well. He pulled back and stared at my lips like he could devour them all day.

“Catch you later, Cassie girl.”

Then he followed my dad and James out to the shed in the backyard where their secret project was located. I shivered and did my best to regain my composure before I went to the kitchen to find Mom and help her with dinner. She put me to work as she caught me up on what was going on this week with them.

“So, tell me how your first week went with Ryan.”

“Well, it didn’t start out so great. I think he got really nervous and wanted to back out, but he didn’t. He told James to go ahead and get some alcohol from the minibar at the hotel.”

Mom laughed as she munched on some carrots she was cutting up. “The day your father and I married, he got so nervous that he asked your grandmother for something for an upset stomach. She told him to get the Pepto Bismol from the bathroom. He’d never had it before and grabbed the wrong bottle. He ended up taking a laxative and had the runs for most of our wedding day.”

“No way. Mom, you’re making that up!”

“Nope, but don’t tell your father you know. He still gets upset when he thinks about it. So, how did it go after that?”

“Well, I caught him telling James about sex, in a much more graphic way than I would have. He threw a temper tantrum at school and got sent to the principal’s office. And he also came home drunk one night after we got in a fight and I said some awful things to him. That was all by Thursday. We talked and worked things out. I think things will be okay now.”

“That’s something amazing that he’s doing for you. He’s bound to screw things up. He’s never been a father before. Just go easy on him.”

“I’m trying to. This is just so new to me. I’ve never relied on anyone but you and Dad for help. The thing is, he’s actually treating James like his son. He reads Harry Potter with him at night. I guess I kind of expected him to be there but not involved.”

“Ryan doesn’t seem like the type of man to do things half way.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

I fidgeted with my shirt as I thought about how to say this next part to my mother. She noticed and placed her hand over mine to calm me.

“I really like him. I have since I met him. He’s been trying to get me to go on a date for a little over a year now, but I kept turning him down.”

“Why?”

“I guess I’m nervous that he’ll leave like Michael did. Only when Michael left I was just pregnant. Now I have a ten year old that really likes Ryan. What if he wants a divorce when this is over? It would crush James.”

She gave me a look that said ‘I told you so’ because she had. 

“I know it’s selfish, but I keep thinking that if I don’t get involved with Ryan, then when this ends, I won’t be disappointed.”

“Just James,” she deadpanned.

“I know. It’s horrible of me.”

“You know, this may end and you’re right, it won’t hurt so bad if he walks away and you haven’t gotten involved. But it will most definitely end if you don’t even give it a chance. Do you really think he’s going to stay married to a woman that’s not willing to try to make things work?”

I looked out the window to see Ryan and Dad pulling something out of the shed. James was walking in front to block the view. Looking at him, Ryan just seemed to fit in with my family so easily. He had a rough start with James, but the moment he really tried with James, he had a place in his life. Even Mom and Dad seemed to really like him. I knew that I was already half in love with him after all these months he’d been chasing me. He’d taken me out with his friends, and though he continued to ask me out, he’d never pressured me. 

Now he was doing everything possible to make sure I could keep my son if Michael followed through on his threats. I hadn’t received anything from Michael yet, but I knew that if he was serious about spending time with James, it was just a matter of time.

“You can’t hide forever, Cassie. You’d be absolutely foolish to push that man away if you’re attracted to him. At some point, you have to let go of the past and just allow yourself to fall in love again.”

I didn’t get a chance to say anything because James ran into the house with a big smile on his face. “Mom! Come on outside. You have to see what I built with Grandpa.”

He took my hand and pulled me outside where Dad had placed a sheet over something. James was squeezing my hand in excitement and as much as I wanted to pull my hand away, I just couldn’t. Dad pulled the sheet off their creation, a beautiful wooden adirondack chair.

“Oh, wow. James, you built this with Grandpa?”

“Yep!” he said proudly. “It took a while because Grandpa showed me how to do all of it!”

“James and I were talking about coming back once a week to build a set of them for the house. We could all sit out on the porch at night,” Ryan said.

“I think that sounds like a good idea.”

“So, we can come back every week and work on more with Grandpa?” James asked Ryan.

“Yeah, kid. I think we should come back every Sunday to work on them.” Ryan ran his hand over James’s head, messing with his hair.

“Cassie and I could make Sunday dinner. It would be lovely,” Mom said.

So that’s what we did every Sunday. Ryan and James worked with my dad on building outdoor furniture while Mom and I prepared Sunday dinner. 




















CHAPTER SEVEN

Ryan

I WAS STARTING to get a serious case of blue balls. Every night, Cassandra went to bed on her side of the bed and every morning I woke up wrapped around her or her snuggled up to me. For the most part, we ignored it. We would say good morning and I would kiss her cheek, but that was as far as it ever went. I never pushed her for more because I wanted her to come to me on her own. I didn’t want to feel like she was thanking me for helping her. 

She seemed to be coming around a little. We had a comfortable routine in the mornings. I got up before her and quickly showered and shaved while she caught a few more minutes in bed. Then, while she showered and got ready, I made breakfast for all of us. James usually wandered downstairs about the time breakfast was done. We had started eating breakfast as a family while we went over our schedules for the day. Most days, I dropped James off because he liked showing up in my pick up truck. Cassandra didn’t seem to mind and enjoyed the extra time she had in the morning.

This morning was different, however. I had woken a few minutes ago with a painfully hard cock. This wasn’t normal morning wood and it all had to do with the fact that Cassandra had her hand on me and was gripping me like she was going to jerk me off. I looked at her several times, but she didn’t seem to be awake. I was torn because I loved the feel of her hand on me, but I figured I should probably slip away before she woke up. I decided to wait just a few more minutes and enjoy this moment while I could, but the moment was broken when she woke up and realized what she was holding.

“Oh my gosh.” She pulled back quickly and pulled the covers up completely enclosing herself in a cocoon of blankets. “Ryan, I am so sorry. I’m mortified. I can’t believe..” She shook her head and quickly got up from the bed and ran to the bathroom.

“Cassie, wait!” I got up, but then remembered that I was naked and didn’t need James coming in here and seeing me in the buff again. I grabbed my sweats from the foot of the bed and pulled them on quickly before going to the bathroom. I tried the door, but she had locked it. “Cassie, let me in.”

“No. Just go away, Ryan. I’m sorry that I did that. It was..” She went silent, but I could hear her pacing on the other side of the door. “God, I’m so stupid,” she whispered.

I leaned my head against the door, wanting to go in there and talk to her and figure out what was happening between us. “Cassie, please talk to me.”

I heard the click of the lock on the door and then she opened it, allowing me to see her beautiful face. She wouldn’t look at me, her gaze trained on the floor. I stepped forward and tilted her chin up so she would meet my gaze.

“Cassandra. Talk to me.”

“I don’t know what..” She looked to the side to avoid my eyes again. 

“You know I want you. I’m not ashamed to tell you how hard it is to sleep next to your beautiful body every night.” I stepped forward and pulled her body to mine. When I brushed my lips against hers, I could feel her heart hammering in her chest. I could feel the light puffs of air escaping those sweet lips. I thrust my hips forward so she could feel how hard I was for her.

“When I wake up with your ass snuggled up next to my cock, I want to bury myself in you.” Her breath hitched and I felt her hips move against my body. I ran my hand along her neck until it was wrapped around the back of her head. “I know you don’t want to rush things, so I’ll be patient, but one of these mornings, I’m going to lose my restraint and I’m going to fuck you until you scream my name.” 

I crushed my lips to hers and took what I’d wanted to take every morning for the past few weeks. I pushed her up against the wall of the bathroom and claimed her mouth as my hand tangled in her hair. She was grinding against me and I knew what we both wanted, but I also knew she wasn’t ready. When I pulled back, she was panting and her arm was wrapped around my shoulder, pulling me against her body.

“I do want you, Ryan,” she whispered. “I’m scared. I don’t want to get hurt.”

I brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Then let’s start at the beginning.” I consumed her mouth again and then stepped back. “Saturday night. We’ll drop James off at your parents’ house and I’ll take you out on a date.”

Her fingers hovered over her lips and she nodded slightly. I turned and walked away, needing to go downstairs and take care of my raging cock before I went into the bathroom and mauled her. I barely made it out of the bedroom and downstairs to the other bathroom before I was gripping my cock and stroking the precum down the length of my shaft. Images of Cassandra naked had me stroking harder and harder as I closed my eyes. I could feel her ass cheeks wrapped around my cock and her juices flowing over me. I was breathing so hard, I had to lean against the wall as I stroked my cock to orgasm.

“Oh fuck!” I groaned as cum spilled into my hand. The force of my orgasm almost had me collapsing to the floor. I didn’t know how much longer I could lie next to her at night and not feel her pussy around my cock.







✯✯✯✯✯







“Why am I staying at Grandma and Grandpa’s tonight?” James asked as I finished putting on my tie. I was getting ready downstairs so that Cassandra could get ready in our room. James had wandered downstairs a few minutes ago to let me know he had packed his bag.

“I’m taking your mom on a date tonight.”

“What’s a date?”

I looked at him strangely. “Didn’t your mom ever go out with a man?”

“No. She takes me for sleepovers at Grandma and Grandpa’s every once in a while, but I’ve never seen any men until you.”

Was it possible that she hadn’t had sex in over ten years? That couldn’t be right. She had to have had at least a few one night stands over the years. 

“Well, a date is when a man takes a woman out to dinner and makes her feel special.”

“That’s all you do? You just go out to dinner?”

“Well, there are lots of things you can do on a date. Some people have dates during the day and they do fun things like hiking or sightseeing. At night, you can go to dinner, go dancing, go to the movies.”

“How do you decide who you want to take on a date?”

“Well, you should like the girl and want to get to know her better.”

He made a funny face. “There’s this one girl, Jenny. She’s really nice, but I caught her eating boogers the other day.”

“Maybe stay away from that one for a while.”

We walked back upstairs and I went into the kitchen for a glass of water.

“So, you like my mom, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Does that mean you’re going to have sex?”

I spit out my water just as I was swallowing and ended up choking. When I finally got control of myself, I wiped up the mess I’d made.

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, you said that you should like a girl to have sex.”

“That’s true, but you don’t have sex with every girl you like.” As an afterthought I added, “But when you do have sex, you always make sure you’re protected. No glove, no love.”

He gave a strange look, but luckily didn’t ask anymore questions.

“So, you don’t like my mom enough to have sex with her?”

I rubbed my eyes with my hand. This was just such a bad conversation and I couldn’t figure out how to get out of it.

“Buddy. What your mom and I do is private, which means we aren’t going to tell you. I’ll tell you what, how about when you start thinking about having sex, you come and ask me more. I promise to answer all your questions.”

“Okay.” He jumped down from the stool he had been sitting on and ran upstairs. I watched him go and noticed that Cassandra was standing in the doorway leaning against the door frame with a smile on her face.

“I’m guessing you heard all that.”

“I did.” My eyes slowly perused her body as she walked toward me. She had on a black dress that was just off the shoulder with sleeves just past her elbows. The neckline dropped in a V and seemed to wrap around her breasts, giving a sexy peek of her cleavage. It hugged her body all the way down to her knees and she wore black stilettos that I imagined digging into my back later tonight.

“I see talking with my son about sex has done nothing to calm your body,” she said as she pointed to my crotch. I couldn’t help it. She walked into the room and my body responded to her.

“You look breathtaking.”

A huge smile graced her face and I stepped forward to wrap my arm around her. I needed to touch her. The small moments I stole in bed when she was sleeping weren’t enough anymore. I wanted to kiss her when she woke up and hold her in my arms at the end of a long day. I wanted it all and I hoped that after tonight, we would make progress on that.

She allowed me to pull her in for a kiss and I took that as a good sign for the night. I didn’t need to sleep with her tonight. I just needed to know that we wouldn’t have this distance between us anymore.

“So, where are you taking me tonight?”

“An Italian place by your parents’ house. I wanted to choose something close to them in case you changed your mind about James staying the night.”

“That’s so sweet, Ryan, but I think James will be fine there for the night.”

I really hoped that meant that she was ready to take things to the next level, but I didn’t want to jinx myself either.

We pulled up to her parents’ house an hour later and took James inside. He ran off to find snacks with his grandma without so much as a goodbye to us.

“Don’t worry about him. We’ll see you two tomorrow,” her dad said. “Have fun.”

“We will. Thanks again, Dad.”

We waved goodbye and started walking back to the car when James ran outside.

“Ryan, wait!” I turned back to the house to see James standing a few feet outside the door.

“Yeah, buddy.”

“Remember. No glove, no love.”

Then he turned and ran back into the house. I wanted the ground to swallow me up. Never had I thought that Cassandra’s ten year old son would be giving me advice about sex. I looked at Cassandra expecting to see her angry, but she was trying not to laugh.

“Glad that you had that sex talk with him?”

I rolled my eyes and pulled her arm in mine. “Alright, alright. I might need some help handing out advice to a ten year old.”

When we arrived at the restaurant and were seated, the waiter came by and told us about wine selections. I really didn’t care about wine, but Cassandra seemed really excited. 

“When was the last time you were out on a date?” I asked when the waiter walked away.

“Probably two years ago. Why? Does it show?”

“No, it’s just that you seem really excited to be out and James asked me what a date was. He said that a man has never come to pick you up.”

“Well, that much is true. I always had James go to my parents’ house when I had a date, but honestly, I don’t date that much. Or I didn’t.”

“Why?”

She shrugged and took a sip of her water. “I never told anyone about James because it’s kind of a turn off for men. Would you have chased me for over a year if you knew I had a child?”

“I don’t know, but I know that I don’t feel about you the way I did a year ago.” Her eyes fell, so I pushed on to clarify. “A year ago, when I saw you and talked to you, I knew that you had the ability to change my life. I was extremely attracted to you and I wanted you more than anyone I’ve ever been with.”

“And now?”

“I still want you just as much as I did then. Probably more, but now I want the whole package. I want you in my bed and I want James to someday see me as a father. He’s an awesome little guy.”

She smiled, looking relieved that I hadn’t said her package wasn’t quite as appealing as it seemed a year ago.

“He is and I can tell that he really likes you. That’s part of the problem. I’m scared that we’ll get attached to you and then it’ll all go away.”

I reached across the table and held her hand in mine. “Cassandra, I’ve been chasing you for over a year. We’re married now. It may not have happened in the conventional way, but I still want you just as much and I want to see if we can make this work.”

She was watching our joined hands and I knew she wanted to ask me something. Just as she opened her mouth, the waiter came back with our wine and poured. 

“We’ll take the bruschetta for now. We haven’t looked at our menus yet.”

“Right away, sir.”

I looked back at Cassandra, hoping we could pick up where we left off. After she took a sip of her wine, she set it down and looked back up at me.

“Why me?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, there’s nothing interesting about me. I work and I have a child. My days of being the fun, interesting date are over. I just don’t understand why you didn’t run when I told you I had a child.”

I laughed and shook my head. I couldn’t believe she saw herself that way. I saw her as so much more.

“You think that because you have a child you’re no longer interesting? You forget that I’ve seen you work. I’ve seen your passion when you’re taking on a new project. It’s one of the things that drew me to you. Then I saw how you cared for your son and did everything to protect him, including marrying me. Isn’t that what every man wants in a partner? Someone that fights for those you love?” Her smile was faint, as if she was trying to believe what I was saying. “As for being fun, who cares if you would rather soak in the tub at night than go out and party. We’re in our thirties now. After a long day of work, I just want to go home and drink a beer. I still like to go out with the guys, but I’m not a party animal.”

“Don’t you worry it’ll get boring? I mean, I came with a ready made family.”

“Cassie girl, from where I’m sitting, that ready made family looks pretty good. Is that where all your hesitation about dating comes from? You worry that your package doesn’t look as appealing as someone else’s?”

“To most people it doesn’t.”

“I’m not most people and I find your package sexy as hell.” I leaned forward so only she could hear me. “I’ve gotten to hold you and feel your soft skin against mine. I’ve tasted those sweet lips and I’ve seen how good you look in and out of your clothes, but I want it all now. I want to taste every inch of your body and feel you shudder when I touch you. When that happens, I’ll make sure you know exactly how interesting I find you.” I brought her hand to my lips and gave it a soft kiss while she blushed bright red.

The waiter returned with our appetizer and I sat back to give her some room to breathe. I could tell that I was really getting to her. I wouldn’t push her, but I wouldn’t wait too much longer before I took what was mine.
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“You’re sure you’re okay with James staying at your parents’ house?”

“Are you trying to get out of sleeping with me?”

“Babe, the last thing I want to do is go get James, but I know that it’s hard for you to leave him. I just want you to be comfortable, so I’ll gladly suffer from blue balls for a while longer if it means you’re happy.”

I glanced over at her to see what she was thinking and I wasn’t disappointed. Her desire was written all over her face.

“Take me home, Ryan.”

It was the longest drive of my life and when we finally pulled in the driveway, I quickly parked and pulled her from the car. After all this time, I was finally going to have the last piece of Cassandra. It hit me in that moment that I didn’t want to rush this. I didn’t want it to feel like a fast fuck and I didn’t want that for Cassandra either. 

I held her hand as we walked inside and took her to the kitchen. She gave me a funny look, but I just smiled and took down some wine glasses. When I poured her a glass of red and handed it to her, she smiled at me, understanding what I was doing. We went into the living room and I lit a fire and then we snuggled up on the couch together. The weather was turning colder and it was starting to seep into the house, so I pulled a blanket over us and cradled her against me.

We sat in silence for a while, watching the fire and sipping wine. I brushed my fingertips along her neck and across her collarbone. She shivered under my touch and rolled her head away, allowing me to run my lips along her neck. Every touch sent fire through my veins, urging me to kiss her and love her. I slipped my hand down her body, brushing my fingers along her breast. She thrust her chest forward, wanting more, but I wasn’t ready yet. I needed her to know how badly I wanted this.

My fingers trailed down her body until they lingered just above her knees. I ran my fingers across her legs where the hem of her dress laid. When she turned to me, I captured her mouth and slid my tongue into her warmth. The flavor of the wine still lingered on her tongue. I took the glass from her hand and set both on the table behind us. She turned around and tried to straddle my lap, but her dress was too tight. I slid the fabric up until it sat around her hips, my fingers burning hot against her skin.

Her black panties covered her pussy, but I could smell her scent through the thin material. Grazing my hands up her back, I slowly lowered the zipper of her dress until my hands rested at the small of her back. She slowly stood and pushed the sleeves down one arm and then the other until her breasts were almost completely exposed. I swallowed hard when her nipples hardened against the cool air. The dress slid down her body, pooling at her feet. She stepped out and then pulled off her shoes. 

“You are so beautiful, Cassandra.” I pulled her between my legs and sucked her rosy nipple into my mouth. She threw her head back and ran her fingers through my hair, kneading my scalp. I growled and sucked harder. Her hips thrust forward, so I dipped a finger inside her panties. She was fucking soaked. I groaned and licked down her belly until I was at her panties. I couldn’t go slow anymore. I needed to taste her, to feel her juices on my tongue and sliding down my throat.

She gasped when I tore the panties from her body. “I would have taken them off.”

“This was faster.” I slid off the couch between her legs, my neck resting against the edge of the couch. I pulled her forward until her pussy rested against my face. And then I feasted. I had never tasted anything so sweet in my life and I couldn’t stop. Her screams echoed around us and her fingers pulled at my scalp until I was sure I had lost some hair, but I couldn’t pull back. 

Her legs shook around me, squeezing me and urging me to pull back. I pushed a finger inside her and started fucking her. When she begged me to stop, I added another finger. I didn’t stop until she sagged against me and I risked suffocation. Even then, I wasn’t sure I wanted to let her go.

“Are you trying to kill me? Is it possible to die from multiple orgasms? Because I feel like my heart is going to beat out of my chest.”

“Babe, you almost suffocated me with your pussy. If anyone’s dying tonight, it’s me. Though, I can’t say that death by pussy is a bad way to go.”

She laughed and I swooped in and cradled her in my arms, kissing her until the only noise she was making were moans of pleasure. I let my hands trail down to her slick core again, but this time I wanted to play with her and stretch her. If she hadn’t had sex in a while, then I wanted to be sure she was prepared for me. 

I pushed two fingers inside her and slowly thrust them in and out. When I felt that she was opening for me, I added a third finger. Her eyes went wide and she looked slightly uncomfortable, but as I continued to fuck her pussy with my fingers, her eyes glazed over in pleasure. I wanted to see how far I could stretch her, so I added a fourth finger. I had almost my whole hand in her pussy and it was incredible. I could feel every inch of her gripping my hand and I couldn’t wait for my dick to feel the same thing. As my four fingers pushed all the way inside her, she started clenching and pushing my hand away.

“No, Ryan. It’s too much.”

I ran my thumb over her clit and felt her spasm under my touch. As her legs loosened once again, I slowly pushed my fingers in and out until she was no longer thinking about how many fingers I had stuffed inside her. When she started to moan, I thrust in faster and faster.

“Oh, God. Ryan don’t stop.”

“You like that? You like me fucking you with my whole hand?”

“Yes. Oh fuck!”

I felt her squeeze around me again, but this time she wasn’t tensing up. Her cream filled my hand, but I didn’t pull back until her orgasm slowed to small pulses. I pulled my hand from her pussy and looked at the juices coating my fingers. Without hesitation, I licked every finger clean. Cassie blushed and covered her face. 

“Ryan, I can’t believe you just did that.”

“Why? I ate your pussy already. This is no different.”

“Because your whole frickin’ hand was inside me and then it was inside your mouth.”

“I like tasting your cream and if you’re embarrassed, I’ll just have to keep eating you until you get used to it. Pretty soon, all you’ll be able to think about is how I’m going to lick and suck that pretty pussy until you come all over my face.”

My cock jumped when her eyes flared, reminding me that I needed to slide inside her soon or I’d have my own juices all over the inside of my pants.




















CHAPTER EIGHT

Cassandra

HE WAS KISSING me and touching me everywhere, but I had yet to feel his skin under my fingers. I needed to touch him and feel the weight of his cock in my hand. I’d never really cared about foreplay before. None of my one night stands had ever seemed too willing to give it. The last time someone had gone down on me was Michael and it was only okay. Now that Ryan had eaten me as if I was his last meal and fucked me with his fingers, I wanted to do the same for him. I was getting wet just thinking about his cock thrusting in and out of my mouth.

But he didn’t give me the chance to take him. He quickly undressed and then had me pinned to the couch before I could bring myself out of my daze of staring at his gorgeous body. Over the past few weeks, I had grown accustomed to feeling his hard body wrapped around me in bed, but feeling and seeing were two totally different things. He wasn’t as large as his friends. He was lean, but perfectly muscular. He had a sexy V that led straight to his cock and a line of hair that went from his belly button down. 

That’s where he caught me. I had been staring at his body and not paying attention to the fact that he was about to pounce. Just as his cock bobbed in front of my face and I was about to reach for it, he pinned me to the couch and slowly pushed inside me. His length filled me so much that it would have been painful if he hadn’t just stretched me. He stopped and took a few deep breaths as if he was getting himself under control. When he started moving, I moaned which made him pick up the pace. Before long, he was ramming his cock inside me. The trimmed hair above his cock rubbed deliciously against my clit. I didn’t need his fingers. He hit every spot as he rammed inside me. 

He sucked my neck, surely leaving love bites behind, but I didn’t care. He was marking me as his and I’d gladly wear my spots proudly. He picked me up and carried me over to the table in front of the fireplace all the while his cock was still buried inside me. Laying across me, he gripped the edge of the table behind my head and pushed himself deeper inside me. I spread my legs wide for him to push deeper still. His lips consumed mine. His tongue danced with mine. His body became one with mine. He fucked me so hard that the table started scooting across the floor. 

As he pushed me higher and higher, I opened my eyes and saw that he was watching me intently, waiting for me to fall over the edge. His eyes flared in the light of the fire as my pussy tightened around his cock. His eyes rolled back as he climaxed and spilled his cum inside me. Large pants of hot air spilled across my face as he tried to catch his breath. He kissed me sweetly and laid his forehead against mine.

“That was life altering. I thought I was going to pass out when I came,” he sighed.

“I thought you were going to break the table.”

“Not a chance. I built this. It’s as sturdy as a rock.” He shifted to stand and the table suddenly gave way, spilling us on the floor in front of the fire. Luckily, Ryan had rolled me so that I landed on top of him. I looked back at the table to see one of the legs had broken.

I looked back at him and we both burst out laughing. “Okay, I may have fucked you harder than I thought.” I smiled down at him and ran my fingers through his dark locks. Leaning down, I placed a kiss on his lips.

Part of me wanted to tell him that I loved him, but we’d only been married a few weeks. What if he didn’t feel the same way? What if it freaked him out? I didn’t want to cause any ripples between us, so I did what any normal woman would do. I brushed my feelings aside and made it all about sex.

“That was just a warm up for what I expect next time.”
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We sat in front of the fire eating munchies and drinking wine. The wind had picked up and I could hear it howling outside. Ryan had brought blankets over for us to sit on and I pulled one up over my naked body.

“Getting shy?”

“No, I’m just getting cold,” I laughed.

“I can think of a few ways to warm you up.”

“I’m sure you could, but I need a little time to recover. I haven’t had sex in..” I blushed, suddenly realizing that he probably didn’t want to know about the last time I’d had sex. He just smiled and brushed it off.

“So, how did you and Logan start your business?”

“I went to school for engineering and Logan went for architectural and interior design. It just made sense to go into business together. I had money from my inheritance and I didn’t want to go work for someone else. Luckily, Logan felt the same way. We started the company and it was slow going at first, but after a few projects, it started to pick up.”

“You seem to have it all figured out.”

“Not quite. Logan is more pragmatic than I am. I get too wrapped up in what could happen, so he grounds me.”

“But you dream big.”

He nodded. “Yeah, but in business, you can’t always go big. Sometimes you have to know when to walk away.”

“Well, you guys did a great job with the VAS building. The investors are very impressed.”

“I’m glad.” He leaned in and gave me a kiss. “How did you get involved with that anyway? You seemed very wrapped up in it all.”

“It started with Michael. When he left and I found out I was pregnant, he told me not to wait on him, that there was no guarantee he would come home. I thought that the horrors of war were talking, but I soon found out that he didn’t want to come home. Anyway, in the meantime, I started visiting other VA centers to try and understand what other veterans were going through. Soon, it was no longer about Michael and all about helping veterans that needed more than what was offered. Some are lucky and live close to centers and have great resources, but others live too far away and they get lost in the shuffle. It kind of became my personal mission to help in any way I could. I spent two years putting together proposals for the center.”

“And then you met me.”

I smiled at him. “And then I met you.”

“What happened with Michael?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. We were dating when he went off to basic and I thought we had something great. Little did I know that he wasn’t ever planning on coming back to me. He just didn’t care about me like that. He had different plans in life, and that was fine, but he didn’t tell me. I was so shocked when I found out I was pregnant and he didn’t care. I thought he would at least do something for his child.”

“Is he on the birth certificate?”

“Yes. I suppose it would have been easier if he wasn’t. I never went after him for child support, so it would have been easy to say that it was someone else’s. Maybe he wouldn’t be after James right now.”

He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear and cupped my cheek, running his thumb across the corner of my mouth. “Maybe, but you can’t fault yourself for hoping he would take part in James’s life.”

I yawned, suddenly feeling tired. I glanced at the clock to see it was already after midnight. Ryan pulled me down into his arms and my cheek rested against his shoulder. His hand skimmed my back as he ran his fingers lightly up and down my spine. The warmth of the fire lulled me into a light sleep.

“I’d never walk away from you and James.”

I squeezed him tight and kissed his chest. “Thank you.”
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I was sad the next morning when I woke up and Ryan wasn’t there, but then I smelled bacon cooking and realized that he had just left me to sleep. I rolled to my back, snuggling in the blankets and stared at the ceiling. He had really put a lot of work into this house. The living room had to be my favorite room of the house. It had a beautiful view of nature and I longed for a snuggly winter day to sit by the fire and read.

“Mrs. Jackson, your breakfast.” 

I looked up to see Ryan carrying a tray of food. I sat up and wrapped a blanket around me to keep warm as he set the tray in front of me. 

“This looks delicious.”

“Anything for my beautiful wife.”

He gave me a sweet kiss and sat next to me to eat. 

“Mmm. God, this is so good. I love bacon so much. When I was pregnant with James, I used to eat six slices of bacon every morning for breakfast.”

I looked over to see Ryan staring at me with so much heat, I thought I would combust.

“What?”

“I want you to moan like that while you’re eating my cock.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “Will it be wrapped in bacon?”

He growled and quickly moved the breakfast tray off me. He was inside me and thrusting hard and deep before I had a moment to protest the loss of my breakfast, though I soon forgot about it. However, he did eat the bacon off of me and it may have gotten in some very intimate places by the time he was through with me.
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“All we heard about last night and this morning were stories of Ryan. It would seem your son is growing quite attached to him.”

Mom and I stood at the window watching Ryan, Dad, and James working on the adirondack chairs outside. It was cold out, but they insisted on finishing them before winter hit. Ryan said he wanted me to be able to use them on the first day of spring.

“It’s a little surprising because of how it all started, but Ryan really puts in an effort with him. I think James really likes having a man around the house.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?” I asked as I took a sip of tea.

“Do you like having a man around the house?”

I blushed as I thought about what we did last night. “We’re definitely getting along better. I think I might-” I couldn’t finish the thought, afraid I would jinx myself.

“I think he might, too.”

I nodded. He hadn’t said anything yet and I wasn’t going to pressure him. If he decided he wanted us past the custody hearing, he was going to have to be the one to tell me. I didn’t want to pressure him. “He’s a really great guy. I wish now that I hadn’t put him off for so long. I could have been happy a long time ago.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

I turned and quirked an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean?”

“Honey, I think you two were brought together because of circumstances. Who knows what would have happened if he found out you had a ten year old a year ago.”

“Do you think he wouldn’t have given us a chance?”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is what happens now. I just mean that life works out the way it’s supposed to. You weren’t meant to be with him a year ago. This is your time with him and for whatever reason, fate or destiny or whatever cosmic power didn’t want it to happen before now. Don’t focus on what could have been, just what’s happening now.”

The guys came in an hour later for dinner. I was getting the plates down when Ryan came up behind me and placed his hands on my hips as he kissed my neck. He wasn’t shy in front of my parents or James and I realized that I didn’t want to hide either. It was good for James to see that we liked each other. When I got the plates down and walked to the table, my mother was smiling and blushing slightly. 

My phone rang in the other room just as we were sitting down. I got up quickly to answer it and saw that Michael was calling.

“Hello?”

“Cassandra, it’s Michael.”

“What can I do for you?”

“Have you thought any more about James spending time with me?”

“Michael, now isn’t a good time to talk about this.” I walked further away from the dining room so James wouldn’t overhear my conversation.

“When is a good time? I’ve given you a few weeks to think about it, but I need to know now. Are you going to let him come stay with me? I want at least a few nights a week. He’s my son.”

“You can’t expect me to just let him go stay at your house. You’re a stranger.”

“I’m his father.”

“No, you aren’t. He has a father now that spends time with him and didn’t wait ten years to figure out that he wants to be a part of his life.”

“Who? You weren’t with anyone when Alisha and I stopped by.”

“Just because he wasn’t there doesn’t mean he wasn’t a part of my life.”

“What did you do? Marry someone in the few weeks since I saw you?”

I didn’t say anything, not sure if what I said would be held against me.

“Christ, you just went out and married someone to spite me?”

“No, I-”

“I’m his father, goddamnit and I won’t let you keep him from me. I’ve already got a lawyer and he says I have a good chance at getting time with my son. Maybe I’ll get joint custody after the stunt you pulled.”

“Don’t you dare threaten me. You can’t walk into our lives after all this time and-”

The phone was ripped from my hand and I spun around to see Ryan holding it with a look of anger.

“Michael. This is Ryan, Cassandra’s husband. Don’t you ever threaten her or James again. Do you understand me? If you want to see James, you’re going to have to go through the court system because there is no way I’m trusting you with my son voluntarily.” 

He listened as Michael yelled and threatened him, but Ryan kept his cool, never showing any sign of nervousness. I on the other hand was a basket case.

“Send your lawyers. I don’t care. I have enough money to fight you and make sure you never get custody of him. From now on, you don’t contact Cassandra or James unless it’s through a lawyer or I’ll slap a harassment suit on you and file a restraining order.”

He hung up the phone and turned back to me, his eyes softening. He wrapped his arms around me and I felt myself sink into his touch. He had just saved me. I was about to lose it and probably say something that would hurt us in court. Tears flowed and I finally let go and allowed someone else to carry the burden for once. He rubbed my back and gave me light kisses until the tears stopped. He pulled back and looked fiercely into my eyes.

“There is no way I will allow anyone to take James from us. We’ll fight him every step of the way. I don’t care what it costs. We’ll sell our home and move back into your apartment if that’s what it takes.”

I smiled up at him and kissed him deeply. “Thank you for being here for us.”

“No place I’d rather be, Cassie girl.”

I wanted so desperately to believe that was true, but the fact was, this whole thing was just beginning and he could still decide that we weren’t worth it. 

“Mom, what’s going on?”

I pulled back to see James standing in the doorway. I quickly wiped my face and put a smile on my face. “Nothing sweetie. I-”

Ryan put a hand on my shoulder and shook his head slightly. I didn’t understand. Why would he want me to tell James the truth? He didn’t need to know until there was something to tell, but I decided for once to trust that Ryan would handle the situation the way he thought was appropriate.

I stepped aside and allowed Ryan to pull James over to the couch and sit down. I sat across from him in an armchair biting my nails and hoping that I was making the right decision.

“You’re almost a man now, right?” James nodded. “I have some things to tell you and I need you to listen and behave like the man I know you are, okay?”

James straightened and gave a firm nod. “Okay.”

“Your mom is upset because she got a call from your biological father. He wants to take your mom to court and try to get partial custody of you, but your mom and I don’t want that to happen.”

“Why?”

“Well, it’s been ten years and he wasn’t interested before, so your mom and I want to protect you from whatever he’s trying to do. Also, if he got partial custody, that would mean you wouldn’t be with us all the time.”

“So what do we do?”

“Well, he has lawyers and we’re going to get lawyers. Really good lawyers and we’re going to do everything possible to make sure he doesn’t take you away from us.”

“What if he does?”

“Then we’ll handle it like men. You’ll spend some time with him and get to know him.”

James sat for a minute thinking it all over. “Do you think I’ll get a say in whether or not I see him?”

“That’s something we’ll have to ask the lawyer. Do you want to meet him?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really ever think about him. What if I want to meet him, but I don’t want to live with him?”

“How about this? We’ll get in touch with a lawyer and after he’s reviewed our case, I’ll set up a meeting where you can ask him anything you want?”

“Okay.”

Ryan had been right. He treated James as if he was a man and he was dealing with it all so well. 

“Why don’t you go sit down. We’ll eat dinner and then head home.”

James ran off to the kitchen and I saw Mom and Dad standing in the doorway. Dad gave a nod and then they followed James. 

“Thank you so much for that. How did you know what to say to him?”

“I remember being his age and just wishing that someone would talk to me like an adult instead of a kid. He’s at the age where he wants to know what’s going on.”

“I am so lucky you came into our lives, Ryan.”

“I got lucky the day I decided to ask you to be my wife. Best damn decision I ever made.”

I smiled at him. “Is that why you had a panic attack in your office?”

He laughed. “Okay, it freaked me out at first. How did you even know about that?”

“Seriously? You and Logan couldn’t have been more obvious. Besides, I’ve had years of practice at sniffing out lies.”

“Remind me to never lie to you again. I think that was the most terrifying moment of my life. You’re a real ball buster.”

“Yeah? Maybe I could get a job with Sebastian as an interrogator for his company.”




















CHAPTER NINE

Ryan and Cassandra

RYAN




“How’s the wifey treating you?” Sebastian asked.

“Pretty good. I mean, we had a rough start, but we worked things out and now it’s pretty good.”

“So, what happens after the custody battle?” Cole asked.

“I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it, but I..” I looked around at the guys who were staring at me expectantly. Time to lay it all out there. “I think I love her. I don’t want a divorce when this is over.”

“No shit?” Drew said grinning.

“No shit. Even the kid’s pretty awesome. I take him to school most days and then at night, we read Harry Potter together. It’s pretty cool. He’s just this awesome little man to hang out with. I get to teach him stuff and watch football with him.”

“And here I am, still in the diaper zone,” Drew grumbled.

“Are you gonna have kids with her?” Sean asked.

“I have no clue. We haven’t talked about it. I don’t know if she even wants more.”

“Do you?” Jack asked as he handed me a beer.

I took a drink and thought about it. Kids would be nice, but it was also pretty cool just as we were.

“I guess I would be fine with it, but honestly, I really like how we are now. I don’t think I need more.”

It was poker night, but instead of playing, we were all sitting around talking about marriage and kids like old biddies. We were at my house and we were playing downstairs while the girls were upstairs having a ladies night. The kids were all playing upstairs where the ladies could keep an eye on them.

“So now you’re one of us,” Jack said with a grin. “Have you had your balls threatened yet?”

“Cassie’s not like that. She’s amazing. I’m telling you, I was panicking when I first married her, but now? I’m telling you, she’s perfect.”

“There’s no such thing. Just wait. It won’t be long before she’s nagging you to take out the garbage,” Cole said.

“Or pick up your dirty laundry.” 

“Put away your dirty dishes.”

“Make sure your boots are clean before you come in the house.”

“Complain about shaving in the shower.”

“Or tell you the bathroom smells.”

Every one of the guys put in their own two cents about what to expect from her down the road. I just didn’t buy it. Cassandra wasn’t like that.

“See, the difference between me and all of you is that I’m naturally a pretty clean person. I take care of all my stuff and I don’t need her to clean up after me.”

“You say that now, but just wait. She’ll find something to pick at you about,” Jack said. “When Harper moved in with me, it was great for a while, but eventually she got on me about how dirty the shower always was and how she couldn’t take a bath because I never cleaned it. I’m a mechanic. Is the shower ever going to be clean?”

I shrugged, knowing that wouldn’t be a problem for me. “I squeegee my shower every time I get out. I’ve been doing it for years, so it’s just a part of my routine.”

“You go to constructions sites, I’m sure you trail dirt in the house and make a mess,” Logan said.

“I always take my shoes off in the garage, especially if I’ve been out to a job site.”

“Leaving dishes out on the counter?” Sean asked.

“Can’t stand for the kitchen to be dirty. I always put my dishes in the dishwasher right away, and I wipe down the counters when I’m done cooking a meal.”

“I’m sure you leave clothes laying around the bedroom. That’s a big one with Sarah,” Drew said.

“Nope. I’m telling you guys. I’m a clean freak. I can guarantee that there’s not a single thing that I do that would irritate Cassandra. I’m the perfect husband,” I said with a smile.
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“He’s so freaking irritating. Do you know, I have never walked into this house and seen any kind of mess? It’s always clean,” I growled as I took a drink of wine.

“Does he have a maid?” Sarah asked.

“No. He just always cleans up after himself.”

“And you’re complaining about that?” Harper looked at me in disbelief.

I put a hand on my hip as I faced the girls. “Do you know how annoying it is to feel like you always have to be perfect in your own home? If I’m running late and I don’t put my dishes in the dishwasher, he comes behind me and does it. When I’m done in the shower, he goes in there and takes a squeegee to the walls. There’s a button that I have to press that sprays cleaner on the walls when I’m done. I have never once seen a single hair in the sink or the shower. I’m a freaking cat over here shedding everywhere I go. There’s always hair coming out in the shower. He put a drain catcher in so that my hair doesn’t clog the drain and he cleans it every day!”

“Can I trade mine for yours?” Lillian asked. “Sean is a dirty beast. He walks into the house and leaves a trail wherever he goes. The only thing he puts away regularly is his gun. Half the time, I have to go behind him and pick up all his stuff to put on the table by the door. Otherwise, he spends the whole morning trying to find everything.”

“Cole uses the dryer as his personal dumping ground. He walks in the back door and everything from his pockets goes on top of the dryer,” Alex took a drink of her wine and rolled her eyes. “I wish sometimes that I had a job, but cleaning up after Cole is a full time job. When he comes home from working at VAS or helping his dad, I spend a good forty-five minutes vacuuming up wood shavings.”

“Logan gets out of the shower and puts his wet towel on the bed, or the floor, or on a wood table. It’s like he doesn’t understand what mold is. I wish I could be upset with him, but he usually just mounts me to distract me from being upset.” Cece shrugged and went to grab another bottle of wine. 

“Do I sound like a spoiled brat?” I asked as I took another drink of wine.

“That would drive me nuts. Luke can be like that too. He walks in the house sometimes and just shakes his head from the mess.” Anna sighed and slumped over the counter with her head resting in her palm. “It’s like he doesn’t realize that having a child is messy. Lila is constantly pulling out toys and no matter how many times I put them away, she has them back out five minutes later. I just give up by lunch time.”

“Same in our house. Jack doesn’t understand that I’m taking care of two kids and I have to find time to write in all of that. I swear, I sweep the kitchen floor five times a day and then he walks in and traipses dirt all over the floor again. I think because I work from home, he thinks the house should be clean because I’m there.”

“You guys are lucky. Since Sebastian and I aren’t married and I live in his house, I kind of feel like I’m not allowed to say anything,” Maggie said.

“Have you talked about getting married?” I asked.

“Well, I brought it up once and he got all wiggy about it. I swear, he just pretended that he didn’t even hear me.”

“Ugh. Get used to it. If Logan doesn’t want to do something or talk about something, he distracts me with sex.”

“I’m used to being ignored. Drew still gets lost in his thoughts. I understand why and I know it happens to me too, but sometimes, I think he does it just to get out of doing stuff around the house,” Sarah said.

“I was trying to write a scene for my book and I wanted to run it past Jack to see what he thought. I read five pages to him and when I was done, I asked him what he thought. He said about what? He didn’t hear a single thing I said.”

“Have you ever gotten the ‘I can’t read minds’ line?” Alex asked. A round of groans and ‘oh yeahs’ filled the space. “Cole seems to want me to always know what he’s thinking. He’s even said to me that he expects people to use their brains and come to the right conclusions. Yet, I walk in the door and say I have groceries that need to be brought in and he just sits there. Then, when I give him the look, he says, ‘What? I can’t read minds. You have to tell me what you want.’ Umm, hello? Didn’t I just do that?”

“Sometimes, I say really outrageous things just to see if Sebastian is paying attention, thinking that he’ll be embarrassed about not listening. He never is. Men just don’t care if they’re caught not listening.”

“Ladies, you’re going about this all wrong. James pulls the same stuff. I use it against him later and keep the pressure on until he cracks. You just have to know the right thing to say.”
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We’d finally started the poker game, but then we heard the ladies getting really loud, so we decided to go check it out. We were just getting to the top of the stairs when I put a hand up to stop the guys. They were gathered in the kitchen talking about us and I was very interested in hearing what they had to say.

“Logan does this thing where he swirls. Oh my God. Hands down. Best ever.” I looked at Logan who had a cocky grin on his face.

“Cole’s a scooper. You should see that wrist action.” Alex was staring into space as she licked the ice cream from her spoon.

“Ugh. I wish Jack was good. I swear he’s a swish and flick.” Harper made a scooping motion with her hand and then flicked her fingers.

“What the-”

I put my hand up to silence Jack and glared at him. He had a look of indignation on his face.

“Drew always leaves a mess. I always end up wiping up after him.”

“That’s bullshit,” Drew hissed. “I always lick her clean.”

“Dude, we don’t need to know that,” Cole interjected.

“What about Ryan?” Harper asked.

“Eh. He’s too..clean.”

“What do you mean?” Harper asked as she scooped ice cream into her mouth. I leaned over the banister to make sure I heard Cassie’s answer.

“Sometimes, I just wish he would get really dirty. You know that kind of dirty where no amount of soap will ever clean up the mess?”

I glanced at the guys who all had their brows raised.

“I get dirty,” I whisper hissed.

“Come on, Lillian. Don’t hold back. Tell us about Sean.”

“I think that’s enough, boys.” Sean said as he tried to push past us. I blocked him. If we all had to hear how we measured up, so did he.

“Well, obviously, I don’t have anyone to compare him to. He’s my first, but I’d like to say that he generally does a good job.”

“Ouch. Not exactly a trophy moment there,” Sebastian whispered.

“Just wait. We haven’t heard about you yet,” I said.

“Okay, Maggie. Your turn,” Sarah said as she clapped her hands together.

“Sebastian’s good, but Sinner? Whew!” Maggie started fanning herself and all the girls giggled. “Talk about licking the bowl clean, and he always has just the right flavors.”

I looked at Sebastian. His jaw was ticking in rage. I caught Drew grabbing on to his arm to stop him from attacking.

“And Sebastian’s okay with that?” Lillian asked.

Maggie giggled and threw her head back. “He doesn’t know. We do it when he takes me to the gun range. It’s been a little tradition of ours since he started taking me.”

That didn’t sound like Maggie, and furthermore, none of our girls would be laughing about something like that.

“You’d better hope he doesn’t find out. No man wants his woman licking someone else’s spoon,” Cece said as she pointed her spoon at Maggie.

“I don’t think he’d mind. The other night, I was doing this thing that he really likes and I asked him if he’d be okay doing a three way,” Maggie smiled and waggled her eyebrows.

“And he agreed?” Lillian said with a squeak.

Maggie nodded with a big smile. “Of course, I would be willing to share with you ladies if one of you is willing to give up your man for the night.”

“Did she just say what I think she said?” Logan asked.

“Sounds like Maggie and Sebastian are planning to have a three way with one of us,” Drew said with a raised eyebrow. “Dude. I don’t double up with other guys.”

“I never agreed to that. That’s total bullshit,” Sebastian hissed.

“I don’t mind sharing Drew. He’s really good, but now that I’m pregnant, I’m just not in the mood. He should get it somewhere,” Sarah said.

“No. Not happening,” Drew said, shaking his head furiously. He turned to Sebastian with an accusatory finger. “You’re sick.”

Sebastian held his hands up. “I didn’t suggest it! I don’t know where she’s getting this from.”

“Apparently, you agreed when she did that thing you like.” Cole said with a raised brow. “Just don’t come to me. I saw my fair share of other guys junk in the military. Don’t need to see it now.”

“What about Logan?” Maggie asked. “He’s adventurous in the bedroom. Do you think he’d do it?”

“We’ve talked about three ways before. If I’m willing to do it for him, I don’t see why he wouldn’t do it for me.”

“This is fucking crazy. They’re out there planning three ways for us. Someone needs to stop them,” Logan said as he struggled to push through the guys to get to the top.

“You know, there was a time when I thought Ryan was gay.” Harper said thoughtfully. I held up my hands, shushing all of them so I could hear what was being said about me. “Until you came along, I really thought he was batting for the other team. Are you sure he doesn’t swing both ways?”

“I guess I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure. It’s been a while, so maybe I’m just hoping that he’s really into me.”

“He could be using you as a beard,” Alex replied. “I’ve seen it happen before. Let’s face it, you needed help and were the perfect excuse.”

I noticed the guys stepped slightly away from me as if I would jump them any second. 

“I’m not fucking gay,” I snarled.

“You’ve already got Sinner under your thumb. Why don’t you just ask him?” Harper asked.

“Alright, alright. That’s enough,” Sebastian yelled as he stepped into the hallway where the girls could see him. “You’d better not be sleeping with Sinner. And more importantly, I never said that I would do a three way! And there’s no fucking way I would ever do one with another guy.”

“Could you keep your voice down? James is upstairs and even though it’s fun watching Ryan try to explain sex to him, I don’t want to watch him explain a three way tonight,” Cassandra said as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“I never said I was sleeping with Sinner,” Maggie replied.

“Then what were you talking about?” Sebastian stepped toward Maggie and got in her face.

“Ice cream, of course.”

Sebastian was about to go off, but stopped at her reply and looked back at us. I thought back to the conversation and didn’t recall hearing anything about ice cream. I shook my head and narrowed my eyes at Maggie. She was lying. Sebastian turned back to her.

“We heard all of you, out here discussing our performance in the bedroom.”

The girls all started laughing. I didn’t see how this was funny. None of us wanted our bedroom skills taken into question in front of everyone.

“We knew you were standing there, so we purposely made it sound dirty,” Cassandra said, barely able to get the words out through her laughter.

“Why would you do that?” Cole asked.

“We were talking about how guys never listen to us and I suggested that we put it to the test,” Cassandra said with a smirk. “I do it to James all the time.”

Jack walked toward Harper and pulled her into his arms. “So you do think I’m good in bed. I didn’t understand the whole swish and flick thing.”

“We were referring to how you scoop ice cream and the mess you leave behind,” Harper grinned.

“Told you guys I always lick her clean,” Drew muttered.

“Drew, nobody needs to know what you do to me with your tongue in the bedroom.”

“Wait, you knew we were there, so you weren’t serious about that three way thing, right?” Sebastian questioned Maggie.

“And you don’t really think I’m gay, right Harper?” I asked. For some reason, this was really bothering me and I needed to know.

“Just so all you ladies know, I may be adventurous in the bedroom, but I most definitely do not let my junk go near another guy’s, so don’t even think about it.” Logan pointed to all the girls, making sure they all heard. We all muttered in agreement with Logan, wanting them to be sure they understood there would be no sharing of any of us.

“And I’ll have all you ladies know that I deserve a mother fucking trophy for my performance in the bedroom with Lillian,” Sean said. “She doesn’t need anyone to compare me to.”

Lillian blushed bright red and ducked her head. 

“It’s true, though. I am a scooper. I have excellent wrist action,” Cole said as he walked over to Alex and pulled her in for a steamy kiss.

“You guys can stop defending your manhood. We’ll just talk about you at our next girl’s night and it’ll have nothing to do with ice cream,” Cece grinned.
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After everyone left for the night, Ryan and I got James off to bed and then cleaned up the kitchen. As expected, Ryan meticulously cleaned all the counters and made sure everything was put away before he came into the bedroom. I was just walking out of the bedroom when he walked in, pulling his shirt over his head.

“You know, I defended you. I told the guys you were sweet.”

I grinned at Ryan as I pulled back the covers. “Don’t ever underestimate me. I have a mean streak a mile wide.”

“I’m beginning to see that.”

“So, have you ever considered having a three way?”

“I’ve never wanted one. I’ve always been the monogamous type.”

“You can be monogamous and want to be adventurous with your partner,” I said as I climbed into bed.

“I don’t share my woman and I expect that you’ll never want to share me.” 

He was standing in front of me in his boxers and I couldn’t help stare at the bulge that was growing. I bit my lip as I thought about all the things I could do to him when he turned off the light and got in bed with me. He thrust his hips forward, forcing me to acknowledge that I was in fact ogling him.

“See something you like?” he asked.

“I was just wondering if what Harper said was true.”

“I’m not fucking gay!”

“I think you’re going to have to prove it to me.”

He leapt across the bed and proved to me twice that night how very much he was not gay.




















CHAPTER TEN

Ryan

“OH, GOD!” CASSIE moaned as I woke her with my tongue between her legs. She was being loud and I knew that wasn’t a good thing when James was in the house, but I couldn’t stop sucking on that pretty pussy. Her back arched when my finger started massaging her clit. I would wake her like this every morning to be sure she knew I was not gay. The sounds she made as I licked her made me consider kidnapping her for the day so we could stay at home and have wild monkey sex.

“Mom!” James knocked on the door, breaking the moment and pulling me from between my wife’s legs. She quickly slammed her knees together, crushing my head in the process. In her panic, she kicked out, her heel catching me in the eye as I tried to move out of the way. Then she rolled off the bed, taking the comforter with her and wrapping herself up on the floor. I sat there holding my eye as it thrummed in pain. 

“Be there in a minute, sweetie!” she called from the floor. I was sitting on the bed completely naked, blinking to see if I could see out of my eye. “What were you thinking? He could have walked in here at any minute. It would have scarred him for life!” she hissed.

“I’m not a moron. I locked the door. Do you really thinking cowering on the floor in the sheets would have shielded him from seeing me naked yet again? You rolled away and took all the blankets. If the door had been unlocked, he would have gotten a good look at my ass.”

“Sorry, I panicked.”

“I know. Now I have to explain to my clients why I have a black eye. I don’t think I can tell them that my wife kicked me in the face when I went down on her.”

“Just tell them I punched you because I thought you were an intruder.”

“You have a cover story for everything, don’t you?” I grimaced at her. “Is this some perverse way to take out your anger on me? Blame the kid?”

She smiled and got up to get dressed leaving me with a black eye and blue balls. Christ. I ran my hand over my head and took a few breaths to get my body under control. I never thought I’d be cock blocked a ten year old kid.

I dropped James off at school and headed into the office, but I didn’t even get to return any calls before Cassandra called me.

“Ryan, I got the papers. He’s taking us to court for visitation with the intention of gaining joint custody.”

“Alright. I’ll be right over. We can go to the lawyer’s and see what he says. Remember, he warned us that this was probably what Michael would try to do.”

“I know. I just can’t believe this is happening. He hasn’t wanted James all this time and now he suddenly wants to be a part of his life.”

“Just hang in there. Let me rearrange some things and I’ll be over to get you.”

I heard her blow out a breath. “Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

It was more difficult than I thought it would be to rearrange my day, but Logan took all the appointments that he could and then arranged for other managers to help where they could. I finally picked up Cassandra and we headed over to the lawyer’s office. My secretary had called to let him know we would be coming.

“Ryan. I’m sorry to see you under these circumstances.”

I shook Garret Ryder’s hand and pulled Cassandra to my side. “This is my wife, Cassandra. Cassie, this is Garret Ryder. I’ve known him for a long time and he’s an excellent lawyer.”

“Mrs. Jackson, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I specialize in family court and I assure you, we will do everything possible to help you keep your son. Why don’t we sit down. We have a few things to discuss.”

We took our seats and Garret started in on what would happen next.

“The petition he filed will require an appearance in court, which is not the same as a hearing. An appearance is where the lawyers try to work out something first with the guardian lawyer. Since Mr. Scott hasn’t made any attempt to be a part of James’s life until now, I’ll fight for supervised visitation only. I’m guessing that his lawyers will push for more and that will push us into a hearing.” 

Cassandra covered her mouth and did her best to hold back her tears. I covered her hand with mine and gave it a squeeze. I would do anything to take this pain away from her.

“A hearing would happen down the road anyway if he’s serious about gaining custody. It’s just a matter of whether it happens now or later.”

“On average, how long does a parent have supervised custody before the court will consider custody arrangements?” Cassandra asked.

“It’ll be up to the social worker. That’s if we win supervised visits. It’s possible that the judge could just order visitation, but we’ll fight it.”

“What happens at a hearing?” I asked. I wanted to be as informed as possible going into this.

“At a hearing, we’ll get to state our side of the case. I would have you both take the stand and tell the judge what kind of relationship you have with James. If your parents are able to be there to attest to the relationships that have developed, that would be best.”

“Is our marriage going to be a problem? I mean, since we just got married recently?”

“It could go either way. Honestly, what will make the most impact is your current relationship with James. This whole proceeding is about what’s best for James. It’s my job to be sure I present the best case on your behalf. Still, that’s no guarantee. Ideally, this wouldn’t be a problem given his lack of interest in James, but there are a few judges that tend to lean towards the rights of the father. He’ll be ordered to pay back child support, but as long as he complies with everything the judge orders, he could very well get visitation and eventually shared custody. The judge wouldn’t just take James away, though. He’s had a stable home with you his whole life and Mr. Scott showing interest now won’t change that.”

The look on Cassie’s face broke my heart. She had done everything for her son for the past ten years and now that was all being threatened.

“I’ll try to prevent this from getting any further, but  chances are, this will go to a hearing at some point.”

“Will James have any say in this?” I asked.

“Some judges allow it. There’s no set age that a judge will take a child’s wants into consideration. It’s based on if the judge thinks they are capable of making the decision. I would say that James would probably have a say, but it’s important that you don’t pressure him one way or another. Any kind of coercion would only work against us in court.”

After Cassandra asked a few more questions, we decided to meet again in two weeks to go over any further questions before the court appearance. As we walked to the car, I could feel Cassandra sinking into a depression. She was pulling away from me and I couldn’t help but feel that she was trying to distance herself from me for some reason. Instead of taking her back to the office, I took her home to talk about things with her before we got James from school. I wanted to be sure we were on the same page when we talked to him.

“Cassie girl, talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

She slumped down in an armchair in the living room and stared at the wall. I knelt in front of her, needing to be as close as possible.

“I’m thinking that this is just the beginning. He’s going to get supervised visits and eventually ask for custody. I’m going to lose my son.”

“No, you won’t. Even if the judge eventually ordered shared custody, James wouldn’t be taken away from you because you’ve never done anything to make you look like an unfit parent. Besides, you’re all he knows. You can’t think like that.”

“Easy for you to say.”

I knew what she was doing and I wasn’t going to let that shit fly with me.

“It’s not easy for me to say. I worry about James and I will do everything I can to keep him, but there’s no sense in getting ahead of ourselves. If we act like it’s already over, James will think that we’re giving up on him.”

“You know, you’re just like Michael. You don’t get it! I’m the one that raised James for the last ten years. Both you and Michael are coming in at the last minute and suddenly want to tell me you know what’s best for my son!” She pushed me back and started pacing around the room as tears dripped down her cheeks. She was starting to get hysterical and I had to help her get ahold of herself. “Neither of you were there when he was born or when I had to stay up all night with him. I was there for all of it. His first tooth, his first steps. I was the one that had to take him to school for the first time. So, don’t you tell me how I should be handling this!”

“Cassie, I get that this is upsetting for you-”

She shoved me back causing me to stumble. I hadn’t been expecting that from her. I regained my footing just in time for her to start in on me again.

“You only married me to help me financially. You’re not his father and you never will be!”

I grabbed her by the arms, trying to stop the insanity spewing from her mouth.

“First of all, don’t you ever shove me or try to hit me. That is not how we deal with our issues. Second, I am his father and I always will be. It might not have started out that way, but you know as well as I do that we’re a family now. You can’t just wipe away everything that’s happened in the past couple of months.”

“Get your hands off me.” She tore her arms from my grip. “This was all a mistake. I never should have married you. I don’t know what I was thinking! The judge is going to see that we ran off to Vegas and he’s going to assume we were trying to manipulate the system. I’ll lose my son because of you!”

“You’re not thinking clearly right now, so I’m going to excuse all that bullshit you just hurled at me, but this isn’t over. When you’ve had a chance to think this through, we’ll talk again. I’m going into the office and I’ll pick James up from school. Pull yourself together before James gets home.”

I stormed out of the house and got into my truck. I knew that everything she said was because she was hurting, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she was right. Maybe I had fucked things up for her by taking her to Vegas. Would the judge think that she wasn’t acting in James’s best interest? No. I couldn’t think that way. I loved James and I would do anything for him. I couldn’t believe that he would be better off without me in his life.
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When James and I walked into the house, Cassie was sitting in the living room staring out the window.

“Mom! Guess what? I got an A on my math test today!”

Cassie turned to James and wrapped him in a hug. “That’s great. Maybe we should celebrate with pizza tonight!”

James nodded enthusiastically and was about to run off. I looked at Cassandra to stop him so we could talk, but she just sat there.

“Hey, bud. Your mom and I need to talk to you.”

“No we don’t.”

“Yes we do,” I glared at her. Cassandra sat back down with a huff. 

“Fine.” She turned to James with a watery smile. “James, we need to talk about your biological dad.” She fidgeted with her shirt while James looked between us.

“Buddy, we have to meet with the court in a few weeks about you possibly visiting your real dad. When that happens, we’ll know if you’re going to spend time with him or not.”

James looked at his mom. “Do I have to?”

“It’s not up to us, honey. Your dad is going to talk to the judge and if the judge says that he gets to see you, then we don’t have a choice.”

“Okay.”

“No matter what, it’ll all be okay.” I said trying to reassure both Cassandra and James. Cassandra looked like she would throw up, but James looked like he was handling it pretty well.

“I have some homework to do. Are we still getting pizza?”

“Yeah, we’ll still get pizza.” Cassandra looked like she was zoning out, so I took over and ushered him up to his room to finish his homework.

“Cassie, you can’t just shut down. You’re acting like this is the end, but it’s just starting. We still have a lot on our side.”

Cassie turned to me with a resigned look on her face. “This is the beginning for me. Ryan, you’ve been great with him, but let’s face it. This is on me. You’re not really his father. You’re doing a great job at playing at it, but in the end, this is on me.”

“How can you say I’m not his father? I’ve been doing everything I can to show you how devoted I am and now you’re throwing it in my face? I’m not playing at anything.”

“You’ve been with us for a couple of months. That’s a great effort, but it’s not being a parent. When this starts getting bad, you’re going to want out.”

“You don’t speak for me. You have no idea how I feel about any of this,” I said as the anger built inside me.

“And how do you feel about this? About us?”

She didn’t look at me with hope. She looked at me like she’d already made up her mind about me and I didn’t measure up. Somehow, all the progress we’d made over the past two months had just been erased. It was like we were back in the first week when we were trying to figure things out. She didn’t trust me to stick around. 

I wanted to tell her that I was falling in love with her. I wanted to tell her that I loved James and they were it for me, but she didn’t want to hear it. She wanted to go it alone and pretend like nothing between us was real.

“I’ll go get the pizza.”

I turned and walked out, having never answered her question.
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The night was tense after that, but luckily James didn’t seem to catch on. We did our nightly routine of reading Harry Potter upstairs together. I was getting to the end of the second book and he was on the third book. They were actually not that bad. I had really started to like the time we spent together reading every night. Sometimes he would ask me what part in the book I was at and then he would get all excited and tell me his favorite parts. 

When James went to bed, I went back downstairs and pulled out all the work I had brought home. Since we’d had the meeting today, I had a lot to catch up on. I wasn’t sure what Cassandra was up to and I didn’t really want to be around her, so I went downstairs to work. I kept getting distracted thinking about my situation with Cassandra, so it was well past two in the morning when I finally went to sleep.

The days got tense between us leading up to our court appearance. There was no more sex or even flirting. We existed in the same house, but we barely spoke. James seemed to pick up on it when Cassandra started insisting on James riding in with her in the morning. The first day I didn’t drop him off was hard. It was like she was punishing me, but I wasn’t quite sure why.

We had a meeting with the lawyer a week and a half before our court date, but that only made things worse between us. He made it very clear that the tension between us wouldn’t look good in court and we had to try to put up a united front the day of our appearance.

On the morning we were due in court, I woke up to the sound of Cassie throwing up in the bathroom. She must have just run in there because the door was wide open. I ran in and pulled her hair back out of her face and rubbed her back.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. I think it’s just nerves.”

“Cassie, I-” She pushed away from the toilet and walked over to the sink, doing her best to ignore me.

“I need to take a shower and get ready. We have to drop James off early so we can get to court.”

She rinsed her mouth and then looked at me like she expected me to leave. I shook my head and walked out of the bathroom, pissed that she was shutting me out. I paced around the bedroom trying to figure out what to do. We couldn’t be like this in court and she was so nervous she was throwing up. Fed up with the situation, I walked back in the bathroom and took off my pants. She was standing in the shower and was about to tell me to get out, but I wasn’t standing for it. Enough was enough.

“Ryan, get out.”

She covered her breasts and her pussy, but I stepped in with her anyway. I backed her up against the wall and caged her in with a hand on either side of her head.

“No. You don’t get to do this anymore. We’re in this together and no matter how hard you try to push me away, I’m not going anywhere. I want to be here with you. You and James mean everything to me and I’m sorry I didn’t say it sooner, but I’m saying it now.”

“Ryan, it’s not enough.”

“Yes it is. You just have to trust me. I’m not going anywhere, Cassie. Stop trying to push me away.”

“When this is over, you’re going to leave,” she said through her tears.

“No, I’m not. Get that out of your head. I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to leave James. I want us to be a family and I want to stay married.”

Her head dropped so her gaze was no longer on me. I couldn’t see what was in her eyes and I needed that. I raised her chin back up and forced her to look at me. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

“I want to believe you so bad,” she whispered. “I want you too, Ryan, but I’m so scared that you’re going to freak out and decide you’ve had enough.”

“Cassie, in case you didn’t notice, I wasn’t the one that freaked out. I never said I didn’t want to do this. You just decided that. I get that Michael hurt you when he walked away, but I’m not Michael and I’m not going to leave you. I love you.”

A sob broke free from her as she rested her head against my chest. I held her in my arms as she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me to her. My chin rested on her head as I waited for her to calm down. When she finally stepped back, she gave me a small smile.

“I’m sorry I did that to you.”

I ran a hand down the side of her face and cupped her cheek. “I know. Enough okay? We need to stick together and get through this.”

She nodded and I took the shampoo down and washed her hair, massaging her scalp. I did everything I could to ease the tension in her body before our court appearance. By the time she was ready to go, she looked a little calmer. We dropped James off and then held hands as we walked into the courthouse. 




















CHAPTER ELEVEN

Cassandra

“THAT WENT ABOUT how I expected it would,” Garret said as we walked into one of the courthouse rooms. “From here, you’ll meet with the social worker and set up a time that works for both you and Mr. Scott for visitation days. The social worker will accompany James on his visits and then she’ll report her findings at the hearing in three months.”

“Doesn’t three months seem like an awfully short amount of time to judge whether or not James should live part time with Michael?”

“Three months is the minimum amount of time the judge ordered. When we come back in three months, we’ll see what the social worker says. It all depends on how well James and Mr. Scott connect and what environment him and his wife provide for James. I have a few things that I want to look into and if something turns up, I’ll give you a call.”

Ryan shook Garret’s hand and I numbly said goodbye. James was going to be meeting with Michael once a week for four hours for the first three months. Ryan and I were going to have to discuss what time worked best for us and see if that also worked with Michael, though I didn’t really think he should get a say in any of it. His wife had been all misty eyed through the whole court proceeding and I wanted to punch her in the face. She acted as if James were her child. Ryan saw my reaction and gripped my hand to calm me down before I had an outburst in court.

I didn’t feel like going to work after that, but I couldn’t afford to take a day off every time I had to be in court. Unfortunately, before I could get to work, the school called and told me James had the flu and needed to be picked up. I had to rearrange a ton of appointments, but my secretary was amazing at her job, so I wasn’t too worried.

By the time we got home, James had thrown up twice in the car and was heaving again when we walked through the door. I got him settled upstairs and then went to the kitchen to make chicken soup. I wasn’t sure if he’d be able to eat any, but I wanted him to have at least broth if he was up to it.

James got sick several more times that afternoon and I was beginning to feel a little worn down myself. I wanted to take a nap, but I couldn’t since Ryan would be home late tonight. He had to work late at the office since he had missed his morning.

When he finally walked through the door, I went to him and sank into his warmth. After the last few weeks of pushing him away, I had decided that I’d had enough of that. I couldn’t do it anymore, especially with what we were about to face with Michael.

“How’s James feeling?”

“Well, he threw up about six times since I picked him up from school. My car smells like a big box of vomit.” He grimaced and did a gagging imitation. “He finally fell asleep about an hour ago, but I didn’t want to lay down in case he needed me.”

His expression shifted from grossed out to concerned. “Are you feeling alright?”

“I just feel run down. I hope he doesn’t give me what he has because I already feel like I’m out of energy.”

“Don’t worry, baby. If you throw up on yourself during the night, I’ll clean you up.”

I smiled at him and rolled my eyes. “Now I know you love me. Only someone that truly loves someone else would clean up their vomit.”

“Is that how we measure love nowadays?”

“Husbands and wives do all kinds of things that you should never do with another person. Just wait until we reach old age. You’ll be sorry you got married.”

“I doubt that. Why don’t you go lie down. I’ll listen for James. I still have some work to do.”

I nodded and went to lie down in bed. I didn’t even have the energy to brush my teeth. I plopped down on the bed face first and passed out moments later.
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The urge to puke had me racing to the bathroom for the fifth time in just a few hours. I was trying to be quiet because I didn’t want Ryan hearing me puke again. Every time I got sick, he came in and held my hair back and rubbed my back. It felt wonderful, but we were newly married and I didn’t want him seeing me puke. It was right up there with farting and stinking up the bathroom after pooping.

I must have been pretty loud because Ryan was there in an instant to hold my hair back. By the time I was done throwing up, I was thoroughly exhausted. Holding my head up seemed like an outrageous request, so I rested my head on the toilet seat while I waited out the nausea that was still swirling inside. After a few minutes, my stomach settled and I got up with Ryan’s help. After brushing my teeth, Ryan tucked me back in bed. 

I felt the bed dip as he climbed in behind me. He tried to pull me against him, but moving from my current position just made my stomach roil. He seemed to understand and he stopped pulling on me. I fell into a fitful sleep and every movement hurt worse than the one before. I couldn’t get comfortable and by morning, the light shining in was causing a massive headache. 

Moaning, I rolled over to see Ryan looking at me like he was about to die.

“Did I get you sick?” I groaned.

“I want to die. This is horrible.”

“How many times have you thrown up?”

“None yet, but my stomach hurts so bad.”

I rolled my eyes internally. He was acting like he was going to die, but he hadn’t even thrown up yet. I had been sick all night and my whole body ached. Seeing that Ryan would no longer be taking care of me, I dragged my tired ass out of bed to make some toast so I could take some medicine. Every step to the kitchen was painful, but I didn’t have a choice if I wanted the hammering in my head to stop.

I popped the bread in the toaster and rested my chin in the palm of my hand as I leaned on the counter. I must have dozed off because I startled when James suddenly appeared at my side.

“Mom, am I going to school today?” 

He was still in his pajamas and looked slightly better today. “No bud. I caught whatever you had, so we’ll be staying home today.”

“Good. I still don’t feel good.”

He sat at the counter and laid his head down. I felt his forehead and there was no temperature, so it was probably just the aftereffects of throwing up yesterday.

“Do you want something to eat? How about some toast?”

His head wiggled around on the counter and I took that as a yes. I was jealous of him. I wanted to lay down and have someone wait on me. Still, he was my son and I couldn’t stand to see him not feeling well. We ate our toast and then sat down in the living room. 

“Mom, I think I should just relax today. Maybe I should just watch movies today.”

“Oh, you think?”

“Yeah,” he said in all seriousness. “I think it would be best if I’m going to feel good enough to go to school tomorrow.”

I rolled my eyes at him. I knew he wasn’t feeling well still, but he was laying it on awfully thick. Since I was feeling like crap, I really didn’t care if he laid on the couch all day and watched TV.

I sat down in the recliner and closed my eyes, trying to relax as he watched Big Hero 6. I tried to tone out the movie, but every noise was like a knife to my head. The more my head pounded, the more my stomach revolted. I bolted for the bathroom and made it moments before my stomach purged its meager contents.

“Ugh. Cassie? Cassie, are you there?” Ryan called from the bed that he was luxuriating in. I pulled myself up and shuffled back into the bedroom.

“What?”

“Do you think you could close the curtains? It’s keeping me from sleeping.”

I bared my teeth at him. Had he not just heard me throwing up in the bathroom? I walked over and yanked the curtains shut, wishing I could climb into bed and get some more sleep.

“Mom!”

I moaned and shuffled back into the living room. “What’s up, baby?”

“Mom, I think my tummy’s hungry. Could you make me something to eat?” He blinked rapidly as if he would faint if he didn’t eat soon.

“Sure. I’ll make you some eggs.”

“Not the runny ones, Mom. I don’t think my stomach could handle it.” Why were the men in my life so pathetic when they were sick? James hadn’t thrown up since late yesterday afternoon, yet he acted like he was on the verge of needing an emergency room. 

I made James his eggs and brought his plate to him. Normally, I didn’t allow him to eat in the living room, but I didn’t have it in me to stand anymore. I needed to sit down. I was getting dizzy and my head was pounding furiously. I had thrown up my medicine and I wasn’t sure I could eat anything yet to take more.

Snuggling into the recliner again, I closed my eyes and tried to think of anything other than how horrible I felt. Finally I was able to doze off.

“Cassie?” Ryan’s voice was weak coming from the other room. I ignored him, hoping that he would take the hint and do whatever he needed himself.

“Cassie?”

So much for getting some rest. I flung my blanket off and went to check on Ryan.

“Cassie?”

“What do you need?” I tried to ask with as little snark as possible.

“Baby, I think I need something to eat. Just something light. I think I’ll feel better with some toast or something. Maybe some ginger ale, too.”

He didn’t look at me as he spoke, just laid there with his eyes closed and his arm draped over his forehead.

“Sure. Anything else?”

“I don’t have my phone near me. Can you call Logan and tell him that I need him to reschedule my appointments?”

“Sure.” 

I turned to leave, but his voice stopped me again. “Cassie, could you feel my head? I think I might have a fever.” Gritting my teeth, I shuffled over and slapped a hand on his forehead.

“You’re fine.”

“Really? I feel so warm. I think I’m really sick.”

“You feel fine to me. You’re not warm at all.”

He groaned and rolled on his side. “I just feel so horrible. Thank you for taking care of me, Cassie.”

It should make me feel good that my husband was so grateful for my help, but instead, anger boiled inside me at seeing him snuggled under the covers as I ran around and took care of him. 

When he had his toast and ginger ale, I called Logan and my own secretary to notify them that we were all sick and wouldn’t be into work. Then I called the school and did the same. Finally getting to sit down again, I slumped in the recliner under my blanket and fell back asleep.

Strong arms lifted me, but I couldn’t open my eyes to see where we were going. I was too exhausted and my eyes were burning from lack of sleep. My head lulled into Ryan’s shoulder and I sniffed his shirt, his scent bringing me comfort.

“Did you just sniff me?” he chuckled.

“Mmhmm.”

He set me down on the bed and pulled the covers up over me. I sighed and snuggled in deeper, happy that I was once again in my bed.

“Do you need anything?”

I shook my head.

“You really should take better care of yourself.”

I opened my eyes and glared at him. He laughed and ran a hand down the back of his neck.

“I may have exaggerated how bad I felt.”

“You don’t say.”

“Anyway, I feel better now and I promise to take care of you the rest of the day. Anything you need, you just call me.”

I nodded, but closed my eyes and went to sleep. The last thing I wanted right now was to deal with him or my son. When the door clicked shut, I settled further into bed and went to sleep.

When I woke up again, it was dark in the room and my headache had lessened some. I sat up and looked at my phone, seeing that it was almost eight o’clock at night. I used the bathroom and then walked out to see if James was still up. Ryan was sleeping on the couch with his head tilted back and James was leaning against him, also asleep. The TV was on and the end of the first Harry Potter movie was playing.

I looked back at them and smiled. I never would have imagined that Ryan would become such an important part of my life or James’s. I knew that I loved him, but it seemed that James did also. I knew that James looked forward to their nightly reading sessions, but this was different. James was snuggled up to Ryan like he really was his dad.

I went to the kitchen to make some food. Now that I had some rest, I was finally feeling like I could hold something down. That wouldn’t happen right away, however. The kitchen was a disaster. There were dishes everywhere and food sitting out all over the counters, which was surprising since Ryan was such a clean freak. After cleaning up the kitchen, I was exhausted and had to sit down before my shaky legs gave out.

“Hey, you want me to make you something to eat?”

Ryan stood in the doorway in jeans and a henley. He looked so good and if I was feeling up to it, I would jump him and have my way with him, but just the thought of standing was too much right now.

“I came in here to do that, but I wanted to clean up first. Now I’m too tired.”

“Yeah, it got a little messy in here. Sorry about leaving it for you to clean up.”

“It’s okay. You took care of James for me all afternoon. Is he feeling better?”

“Yeah. I got him to eat a little bit, but we mostly hung out and watched movies all day. I just took him upstairs to bed.”

I nodded and let my eyes drift closed. He wrapped his arms around me and started to lift me.

“I can walk.”

“I know you can, but I want to take care of you.  I was a pain in the ass earlier and you weren’t feeling well, but you still took care of me.”

I let him take me back to bed and then he brought in some dinner. He sat next to me as I slowly ate his dinner, not wanting to eat too fast in case my stomach revolted.

“I want to hang out with James before he spends any time with Michael. I was thinking I could take him out to do something with the guys.”

“Alright. I think he’d have fun.” I looked over to see him staring at the wall. “What’s wrong?”

“Do you think..what if he likes Michael more than me? What if he decides he likes spending more time with Michael than with me?”

“I was worried about the same thing at first, but you have to remember that he’s spent more time with you. You do things with him that he likes to do.”

“Yeah, but I’m not his real dad. What if Michael spoils him and does really cool things with him? I haven’t done anything really cool with him yet. He might start asking to spend more time with Michael.”

“Well, Michael doesn’t get more time with him until the courts say so, but if James does want to spend more time with him, then we have to let him. Michael’s his biological father and if he likes spending time with him, I can’t stop him. I’m not thrilled about it, but..” I shrugged. I hated the idea of James spending time with Michael, but I had the sense that Ryan needed reassurance that this wouldn’t be his fault if James ended up spending more time with Michael.

Ryan looked even more worried as he continued to stare off at the wall. I grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Don’t worry about it, Ryan. I saw him with you today. He trusts you, otherwise he wouldn’t have fallen asleep on you.”

“I hope so,” he whispered. 




















CHAPTER TWELVE

Ryan

AFTER MEETING WITH the social worker, we agreed that James would meet with his dad on Saturday afternoons. Sundays were reserved for getting together with Cassandra’s parents and we didn’t want to break that habit. It was Friday and I couldn’t stand the thought of James going to Michael’s house tomorrow, so I called up the guys and asked for a huge favor, one they all readily agreed to.

James came downstairs for school just as Cassandra was walking out of our bedroom. “Hey, buddy. You aren’t going to school today.”

“I’m not?”

“Nope. You’re coming with me and we’re going to have a guys day.”

“Really?” His face lit up and he started jumping up and down. “What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to meet with my friends and play paintball.”

“Awesome! Mom, did you hear that?”

Cassie had a big smile on her face and nodded enthusiastically as James jumped into her arms. I had cleared everything with her earlier in the week because I didn’t want to end up breaking a promise to James if she didn’t say yes.

“Why don’t you go upstairs and look in the loft. I put some clothes up there for you to wear today.”

He did a fist pump in the air and then ran upstairs. I laughed and ran a hand across my jaw. That kid was so awesome. Thoughts of him going to his dad entered my mind, followed by the anxiety of him liking his real dad more than me. My chest actually hurt at the thought of him not wanting to do stuff with me if he thought his dad was cooler.

“It’s going to be fine. He hasn’t even met him yet. Stop worrying.” It was like Cassandra could read my thoughts. The crazy part was that I had told her not to worry until there was something to worry about. Now she was cool as a cucumber and I was over here sweating my balls off. She wrapped her arms around me and held me. Just her touch could soothe me and I found the pain dulling in my chest.

I put a smile on my face and vowed that I wouldn’t let my worries ruin my day with James. We were going to have a great time and forget about Michael.
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We were stalking through the woods trying to find the other team. Since Cole, Sebastian, and Sean all had formal training, we never let them all be on one team. This time Cole, Sean, Drew, and I were on a team with James while Jack, Sebastian, Luke, Logan were on the other team. Sebastian seemed to think the teams were unfairly balanced since we had the kid with us, which put a big grin on James’s face.

The guys had insisted that we all wear face paint to give James the full experience. The kid was dressed in head to toe camouflage that I had picked up for him when I decided to take him with us. Cole’s hand on my shoulder had me stopping and doing the same to James. He stopped in front of me like we talked about and slowly lowered himself to the ground. 

“Two to the left and two straight ahead. They didn’t cover the right side. I say we send the kid in while we cover him,” Cole said.

I grinned at James who was looking at us wide eyed. Sean and Drew came belly crawling up to us to find out the plan.

“Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. Drew, you go far left. Sean you follow. We’re going to draw their attention and keep them focused on us. Ryan and I are going to stay over here. James, you give us your jacket and we’ll make a dummy to make it look like you’re sitting next to us. We’ll draw fire and in the meantime, you crawl to the right and go around them. Come up behind them and take them all out. Got it?”

“Yeah. I can do it.”

“Good. When you’re ready to take ‘em out, make sure your shots are true and fast. The longer you take, the more time the others have to react. Take Sebastian out first. He’s the best shot.”

“Alright.” James started taking off his coat as Drew and Sean started making their way to the left. Once James was out of his coat, he army crawled his way along the right. Cole quickly set up a dummy with James’s coat, then signaled the others and we started firing at the other team. A few times, we changed positions to keep them guessing. 

About ten minutes later, I saw one of the guys making his way toward James’s location. Not wanting him to get caught, I sprung out from behind the tree and darted toward the other team, running in and out of the trees. It worked. Whoever was moving toward him saw me and turned his attention on me.

I moved closer and closer to the center of the other team to keep their gazes trained on me. I was just about to return fire when I was hit in the shoulder. I looked over to where I assumed James was, but I couldn’t see him. Damn. He must have fallen behind. 

Just as I was thinking that, I saw one of the guys fall and then heard swearing. I squinted through the trees trying to see where the shots were coming from, but I couldn’t find him. I saw the other three looking around and they couldn’t find him either. Cole, Sean, and Drew continued to fire until there was only one person on the other team standing. By the way he was moving, I was guessing it was Sebastian. He was smart in his movements and he was successfully avoiding all shots from my team. Then I saw it, a shot of yellow splattering across his chest. He looked down and threw his gun to the ground when he saw the yellow on his gear.

Laughing, I got up and made my way over to the other team. We were still all looking around trying to find James, but he was hidden well. 

“James! You can come out now!”

I looked around and still didn’t see him. This kid was good. Cole came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder, then pointed up. The kid was right between where the guys had been hiding, up in a tree. How he got up there without anyone hearing, I didn’t have a clue. I laughed as he expertly climbed down from the tree and landed on his feet.

“Are you shitting me? We all got taken out by the kid?” Logan asked.

“I told you the teams weren’t fair with him on their team,” Sebastian said as he fist bumped James.

“How did you get up there without us hearing?” Luke asked.

“I’m a kid. I climb trees all the time,” he said as if we were all nuts for asking.

“I should have you come train with my teams. We need someone to keep them on their toes.” I didn’t think Sebastian was serious, but the way James’s eyes lit up, he was going to be there training whether Sebastian was serious or not.
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We were walking James up to Michael and Alisha’s house. It was practically a mansion, not that I could say anything because my own house was pretty big, but everything about this house screamed pretentious. I hated it already and would gladly turn the car around if I didn’t like what I saw inside. Cassandra had insisted on seeing the inside of Michael’s house before dropping James off and Michael had said that was fine. 

For some reason, I got the feeling that Michael didn’t actually care if James was there or not. If anything, Alisha seemed to be the one that was excited about all of this. After ringing the doorbell, I almost punched Michael when I saw him open the door. Just the sight of him had me clenching my fists in anger. 

I was pissed that he hadn’t wanted James for all those years and that he had left Cassandra alone. I was pissed that he was trying to interfere now and I was pissed that there wasn’t a thing I could do about it.

“Hey, James. Alisha’s excited you’re here.”

“And you are too,” Cassandra said with a look. Michael glanced at her and nodded.

“Yeah, I am too. Come on in and we’ll show you around.”

We followed the prick into the living room where Alisha was sitting, looking like something out of the fifties. She had tea and come kind of cookies sitting out on a tray.

“James. It’s so good to see you. Please sit down. Would you like some tea?”

“Um..”

“Do you have anything a kid would drink?” I interjected. Cassandra kicked me from behind, but I didn’t give a shit. If they were going to have James over, they were going to have things that he would like.

“What kind of things do you like to drink, James?” Alisha was at least paying attention to James. Michael was reading the paper in a chair on the other side of the room and ignoring all of us. I left Cassandra to deal with Alisha while I went to have a talk with Michael.

“Do you have a minute to talk?”

He put his paper down and glared up at me. “What do you want? It’s our time with my son. I think you should leave.”

“I understand. I just want to let you know about a few things first. How about we go somewhere to talk?”

He nodded and led me into an office off the living room.

“Okay. What do you need to tell me?”

“I just wanted to see what you had planned for this afternoon. You know, in case it was something James didn’t like, I could give you a heads up.”

“I don’t really know. Alisha made the plans.”

“This is supposed to be about you spending time with James and getting to know him. Are you saying you won’t be involved?”

“I never said that.”

“Let me tell you something you son of a bitch. James is here because the court ordered it, but if I find out that you aren’t treating him right, I’ll make sure you never see him again.”

He smirked at me and slid his hands into his pockets. “That’s up to the courts. I’m afraid you’re shit out of luck.”

“I never said anything about leaving it up to the courts. It’s amazing what a wood chipper and some bleach can do. I have six hundred and forty acres of land, mostly wooded. I doubt they’d ever find your body. At least, not enough pieces to give you a proper funeral.”

His face turned to stone, but I didn’t give a shit. No one was messing with my son. “Listen, asshole, he’s my kid-”

I grabbed him by the shirt collar and pulled him close. I expected him to try to counter me in some way since he had been in the military, but he didn’t even try. Instead, he looked scared. 

“He’s my son.” I growled. “You may share his DNA, but in every way that counts he’s mine. If you try to take him from me, you’ll regret it.” I shoved him back and took a few deep breaths to calm my breathing. I didn’t want James and Cassandra to see me upset. When I returned to the living room, Cassandra looked pissed and James was staring at the wall.

“Everything okay in here?”

“How long do I have to stay here?” James asked. 

“Just a few hours, buddy. We’ll be back to get you in no time.” I walked over to him and knelt down in front of him. “You know I wouldn’t leave you if it was up to me, but the court said that Michael is allowed to spend time with you. If you ever feel uncomfortable, you call me and I’ll come get you.” He nodded and sighed. “Remember what I said when we first talked about this, we handle this like men.”

He sat up straight and held out his hand to me. I looked at it for a second and then pulled him in for a hug. “Just because we’re men doesn’t mean you can’t hug me.” I whispered. He hugged me back for a second and then pulled back. The doorbell rang signaling the social worker had arrived. 

After talking with her for a few minutes and her assuring me that she would be with James at all times, Cassandra and I walked out of the house and headed back to my truck. It was tough as shit to walk away from him. Somehow in the matter of a few months, I came to think of James as my son and the most important person in my life. Cassandra was right up there with him, but he needed protecting and therefore, was the one I needed to think of at all times. I finally understood what it was like for Cassandra. She had been the only one to look after him and make decisions for him. It must have been hard to let me in, but I hoped that now she completely trusted me with her heart and her son. 

I thought back to when Jack and Harper split up. Something that Cole had said ran through my mind. He had been yelling at Jack for not giving everything to Harper. He had said that Jack should have done anything for her, that any one of us would do anything for the love of a good woman. Looking at Cassandra, I finally understood what that really meant. It wasn’t just about loving her and giving myself to her. It meant that she came above all else, even my own happiness. I would give anything in my power, move heaven and earth to make sure she got everything she deserved because she made me a better man by giving me her love. She selflessly gave to me day in and day out and she did the same for her son. We were her number one priority and it was about time that I showed her that she and James were mine.
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I excused myself when we got back home and called Sebastian. Something didn’t sit right with Michael and I was determined to find out what it was.

“Hey, Ryan. What’s up?”

“Hey, man. Is there a chance you can check out Cassandra’s ex for me? He was in the military for the last ten years. He just got out, but he doesn’t seem like he even knows how to fight.”

“What’s his name?”

“Michael Scott.”

“Michael Scott? About six feet, medium build. Brown hair, brown eyes?”

“Yeah, that sounds like him.”

“No shit?” Sebastian laughed on the other end of the phone. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, man.”

“Care to explain?”

“He came here looking for a job a few months back. I checked into him and was sorely disappointed. His superiors don’t say much good about him. Apparently, he wasn’t good for much other than pencil pushing.”

“I confronted him and he looked almost scared of me. It didn’t make any sense. Shouldn’t he be at least trained if he was in the military for ten years?”

“Not everyone serves in the same way and some guys just aren’t cut out for going into the field. He was one of them. I’m not saying that he wasn’t a good soldier, but he definitely wouldn’t have fit in here. He lacked experience and gumption. He would have gotten someone killed on the first job.”

“Thanks for the information.”

“Any time.”

I got off the phone and tried to decide what to do with this information. I wasn’t sure if telling Cassandra would accomplish anything, so I decided to keep it to myself. Whether or not he saw action, he still served his country for ten years and I didn’t want to ruin his image in James’s eyes.

Cassandra wasn’t in the living room and I was just about to look for her in the bedroom when I heard chopping coming from the kitchen. She had vegetables all over the counter and about five pounds of carrots chopped up. She was currently working on the celery.

“Babe, what are you doing?”

“I’m making a roast for dinner. I figure that the tea and crumpets that Alisha’s serving probably won’t be very filling. He’s going to be hungry.”

“I don’t think we’re going to need that much for a roast. You chopped up a whole bag of carrots.” She finished chopping the celery and pulled out the onions.

“Babe.” She just kept chopping. She wouldn’t look up at me or acknowledge me in any way. “Babe.” I walked over and put my hand over the one she was holding the knife with. She stopped and turned to me with tears running down her face, that I was sure had nothing to do with the onion.

“It’s going to be fine. The social worker is there with him and James is a good kid. Nothing will happen.”

“I know. I just hate that I had to leave him there. I’m his mother. It’s such a crock of shit that I don’t even have a say in this.”

“I know, but we only have a few more hours before we can go get him. Then he doesn’t go over there for another week.”

I gave her a hug and let her cry while I stroked her back. I would give anything to take this pain away from her. 

“Tomorrow, we’ll all go to your parent’s house and it’ll be back to normal. Just our family hanging out and having a good time. We won’t even think about Michael when we leave. He’s nothing more than a sperm donor and time will prove that to the courts.”

When we picked James up later, he practically ran out of the house and into our arms. I had never seen either of them so happy to see each other and more importantly, the social worker saw it too. I saw the way she looked at Michael and Alisha when she left and she didn’t look impressed. Not that I was happy that James hadn’t had a good time, but it would only work in our favor later.




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Cassandra

MY PARENTS REQUESTED a sleepover with James. It was close to Christmas and they wanted a little time with him before the holidays. After we picked James up from Michael’s house, we took him over to my parents. We were going to pick James up on Sunday, but they insisted on bringing him home. So instead of having Sunday dinner at my parents’ house, we were having it here.

Ryan and I went out Saturday night with his friends and then slept in Sunday morning. It didn’t happen often, so I took advantage and slept until eight the next morning. Ryan woke me up with his head between my legs and for once I wasn’t worried about James walking in. After several morning orgasms, I took Ryan in the shower and showed him exactly how much I appreciated his morning wake up call.

It had started to snow outside, so I took a book and sat in my favorite chair by the fire. Ryan sat across from me on the couch and I really did try to concentrate, but every time I started reading, I felt his eyes on me. I would look up and see him staring at me with smoldering eyes that instantly made my panties wet. Setting my book aside, I got up to walk to the window and cool my body down. If I kept looking at him, my body might combust in a ball of flames. As I looked out the window, I started to wonder why I was over here trying to cool down when he obviously wanted me as much as I wanted him. 

Before I got the chance to turn around and go to him, his body pressed up against mine. He pressed me up against the tall windows and spread my hands out against the glass. The cold seeped through my bra and pebbled my nipples in seconds. The sensation of having his heat at my back and the cold down my front was almost painful.

“Trying to get away from me?” he whispered as he nipped at my ear.

“No.”

“So, you came over here to look at the scenery?” His teeth grazed my neck as his hands trailed lightly down my body. My hips jerked in response, but only pushed further into the cold glass. He pulled my shirt over my head and took off my bra, then placed my hands back on the cold glass. My nipples tightened painfully at the cool glass. 

“I guess this morning wasn’t enough for me. You were sitting in that chair doing nothing special, but my cock still hardened for you.” He slowly undid my jeans and started sliding them down my legs, taking my panties with them. “All it takes is seeing you and I need to be inside that tight pussy. I’ll never get enough of you.”

I stepped out of my jeans and shuddered when his fingers glided up my legs to the apex of my thighs. Instead of touching my folds, he pushed my legs wider.

“I love looking at your beautiful pussy.” I felt the air shift as he sniffed. “I love the smell of your arousal. There’s nothing sexier than seeing and smelling how much you want me. I feel like a fucking animal when you’re around. I just want to mount you and take you from behind.”

Tingles ran down my spine as he blew out a hot breath on my pussy. I was throbbing with need, waiting for him to touch me. My spine was stiff from my pussy clenching over and over. 

“Touch me. Please, just touch me,” I begged.

He ran his fingers lightly through my juices. “Do you want my fingers to rub your sweet pussy?” Then his tongue just barely grazed my over sensitized skin making me pulse forward into the window. “Or do you want my tongue licking up your pussy juices?”

My heart was hammering in my chest. I didn’t care at this point, I just needed him to do something. He continued to barely touch me and drive me insane until I lost it.

“Just touch me, goddamnit! Finger fuck me. Suck on my pussy. I don’t care what, but you’d better do something to me now. Just do something!” I yelled partly in frustration and partly anger for him making me wait.

The man laughed at me. He fucking laughed. I was about to turn around and tell him to fuck off, but he stood and pressed himself against my back again. His fingers spread my ass cheeks and slid through my folds. He pumped his fingers in and out of me as my clit rubbed against the window. The cold was too much to take and I wasn’t sure what would happen first, it would freeze off or I would come from the amazing orgasm I was about to have.

“Oh God. Oh God. Yes!” He pumped his fingers faster and faster and then pulled out and pressed his slick fingers against my nub. I clenched my muscles and tried to pull my legs together, but he shoved his leg between them to hold them open. My orgasm carried on and on with me not able to dull the vibrations he was sending through me.

Just as I was coming down, I heard his zipper slide down and moments later, he thrust inside me. He fucked me hard against the glass. My breasts were pushed painfully against the cold, but it heightened everything I felt with his heat at my back. The angle was different than I was used to, but every time I thought maybe I didn’t like this position, he touched me, licked me, kissed me in some way to make me forget everything but what he was doing to my body. 

His hands slid to my hips and he lifted me back and up so that he could fuck me harder. My hands slipped against the glass as I tried to keep myself upright with his brutal assault on my body. The moans that tore from my throat sounded animalistic. When he massaged my clit, I took off like a rocket and exploded all over his dick. My body clamped around his cock and I felt him struggling to push through my tightening muscles.

“Fuck. Oh fuck, Cassie. You’re strangling my cock.” His thrusts became jerky and he thrust deep inside me one last time before pressing his body completely against mine, pushing me fully against the glass. My breath fogged the glass in front of me and when he pulled me back, I could see smears all over the window and even streaks of my juices from being pressed against the glass.

“Oh my gosh. Look at the-”

“Mom! I’m home!” James called from the front of the house. Ryan threw me to the floor and covered me with his body. I could feel myself flushing bright red.

“Oh shit. I hope my son didn’t just see me naked.” I covered my face to try to conceal my embarrassment. Ryan pressed his lips to the side of my face and then whispered so only I could hear him.

“I’m gonna grab a blanket for you and get dressed really quick. I’ll distract them while you got get dressed.”

I nodded as snuck around the corner of the chair that was concealing us to grab a blanket. He came back quickly and turned bright red. 

“I think your mom just saw me. She looked away, but I’m pretty sure she saw me naked.”

“Oh God, this is so embarrassing.” I said as I quickly wrapped the blanket around myself. Ryan quickly pulled on his pants and then his shirt. He stuffed my clothes in my hands and then got up and headed for the kitchen. 

“Cal. Jane. I didn’t realize you were coming over so early. Cassie’s just getting out of the bath.”

I peeked out from around the chair and saw that he was blocking as much of the entry to the kitchen as he could. I got up and tiptoed toward the bedroom, but I didn’t miss the raised eyebrow my mother shot me. Luckily, Dad had his back turned and James was getting something out of the cabinet. I had just about made it out of the living room when James turned and ran out of the kitchen. I dropped like a sack of potatoes to the floor. Ryan tried to grab his arm, but was too late.

“I gotta show Grandpa my new paintball gun!” He darted for the stairs, but stopped when he saw me laying on the ground.

“Mom? What are you doing on the floor?”

“I..uh..I’m looking for some laundry that I dropped earlier.” I held out my pile of clothes. “Here it is!”

“Why are you in a blanket? Are you cold?”

“Yep.” I nodded furiously. Please, God, just go upstairs. “Why don’t you grab that paintball gun and show Grandpa? I’ll be right there.”

“Oh yeah!” He turned and ran up the stairs while I quickly ran to my bedroom, hoping that my father didn’t turn around and see me. I dressed quickly and when I felt like I’d regained my composure, I walked into the kitchen as if nothing had happened.

“Cassie, girl. We were wondering if you’d fallen in. Ryan said you were taking a bath.”

“No you weren’t. I just saw you in the living room on the floor. Why’d you take off your blanket? Are you not cold anymore?” James asked.

“Nope. I’m all warm now.” 

I walked over to the fridge to start collecting food in the hopes that I could hide my reaction from my dad. Mom walked up behind me and started taking stuff from me. 

“Next time we’ll call. I didn’t realize you and Ryan were quite so..adventurous.” My face flamed. This was not a conversation I wanted to have with my mother. Ryan, James, and Dad walked out of the kitchen, leaving my mother and I to prepare dinner.

“Sorry, Mom. If I’d known you were on your way over, we never would have..” I waved my hand toward the living room. “In there.”

She rolled her eyes at me and laughed. “Sweetie, you make it sound like sex is a bad thing. You do realize that your father and I have sex, too?”

I covered my ears and almost gagged. “Mom, please! I don’t need to know what you and Dad do.”

“Oh, please. We’re all adults. Not that I need to know specifics, but it’s nothing to be ashamed about. Your father and I prefer the bed to the hard floor, but then we are older and not quite as limber as we used to be.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to block out everything she had just said. It didn’t work. Now images of my mom and dad were creeping into my brain and freaking me out. 

“Can we drop this? I really don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

She continued as if I hadn’t said a word.

“Although, I must say, you did good with Ryan. He’s very good looking. I got a great peek at his-”

“Mom! Stop! I don’t want to know what you saw or what you think of it.”

“I was just going to say that you’re very lucky. Very.” She winked and started gathering the vegetables to cut. I whimpered and looked at the ceiling. 

“Why?” I asked no one in particular, hoping that there was some way to turn back the clocks and have this whole thing never happen. Maybe I could find out if the whole time turner thing from Harry Potter was something that actually existed. 

“Why don’t I go see if Dad wants anything to drink?”

I headed out to the living room only to stop dead in my tracks. Dad had just licked his thumb and was rubbing at something on the window. The same window that Ryan had just fucked me against. Eyes wide and mouth gaping, I ran over to him and practically tackled him to the ground.

“Dad! What are you doing?” I shrieked.

“Cassie, girl. Everything alright?”

“Fine. I’m fine, but what were you doing?”

“There was something on the window. I was trying to get it off.”

My stomach revolted at the thought of my dad touching my juices that were stuck to the window. A shudder ran down my spine as I now associated my orgasm with my father. Gross.

“Everything okay, Cassie?” Ryan asked as he walked up behind me. I vaguely nodded, shuddering again and again.

“You had something on your window and I was wiping it off when Cassie started flipping out.” I looked over at Ryan who looked particularly pale.

“Uh, thanks for pointing it out. I’ll clean it off right away. You just.. Stay..sit..over there.” He pointed to the couch. “Away from the window.”

My dad raised an eyebrow as Ryan walked away, so I tried to distract him.

“Dad, I don’t remember how to make that drink you like. What was it again?”

“Bourbon?”

“Right. Why don’t you show me how to make it.”

“Cassie, you just pour it in the glass. It’s pretty simple.”

I laughed nervously as I saw Ryan walk back in with windex and a rag.

“Still, I’m sure there’s a wrong way to pour it.”

Dad looked at me strangely but followed me to the kitchen.

Later, after dinner was finished and I had finally calmed down from my near panic attack, we all sat down in the living room for an after dinner drink while James filled us in on what was new in school. I was just taking a drink when James suddenly stopped and looked over at the chair.

“Mom, you forgot some of your laundry.” He held up my underwear that must have been flung aside when Ryan undressed me. I choked on my wine and spit out what little was still in my throat. Ryan quickly grabbed them from James while Dad looked at me in confusion. Mom was bright red and fanning herself.

“Thank you, James.” I choked out.

“Well, I think that means it’s time for us to go,” Mom said as she stood. “I think we’ve all had enough surprises for one day.”

“Cassie, you okay? You’re turning red.” My dad was so oblivious to the situation and I was glad for that. If he knew what he had wiped off the window with his finger, he would be just as mortified as I was.

“Just a little warm. It must be the wine.”

“Well, it’s been good seeing you.” He wrapped me in a hug and walked for the door.

“Ryan, it was good to see you again.” Mom headed for the door, then turned back. “Hopefully next time I won’t see quite so much of you.” She laughed and followed my dad outside. 

“She saw me?” Ryan was bright red and pulling at the neck of his shirt.

“Yes. Let’s just say she’s very appreciative of your body.”

Ryan groaned and swallowed back the rest of his drink. 

“I’m never going to be able to look at her again.”

“I’m sure by the time James is in high school it’ll be just another funny story,” I chuckled, though I didn’t really feel that way either. After tonight, I was more than sure that we would never have sex again if it wasn’t behind a locked door.























CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ryan

WE HAD OUR Christmas party at work today and since most of the staff was busy getting drunk, I decided that I could slip out early and go home to my family. As of today, James was officially on Christmas break. Cassie and I wouldn’t be able to take off a lot of time, but we worked it so we could get a few days off together.

I could hear the thump of music as I got out of my truck and it grew to deafening levels as I opened the garage door and entered the house. It was some kind of swing music and the voice sounded vaguely familiar. Cassandra was in the kitchen with a Kiss The Cook apron tied around her waist. She was swinging her hips and singing into a spatula as she danced by the stove. As the trumpets blared, Cassie pulled James off the stool and attempted to swing dance with him. James kept pulling back from her, but Cassie held tight. 

Eventually, James gave in and started dancing with her and when he spotted me, he shrugged and rolled his eyes. When Cassie wanted something, not much could stop her.

“What are you singing?” I shouted over the music.

Cassie turned to me and smiled. “The Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy,” she shouted back. “It’s Bette Midler!”

She said it like I should know who that was. The song came to an end as Cassie swung herself out of James’s arms and flung herself right into the stove. Her hand knocked the pan of sauce off the burner and spilled all over the floor.

I rushed forward and picked Cassie up off her feet and set her on the island, then walked over to turn off the music. 

“Sorry, guys. Maybe we should just order pizza for dinner.”

I picked up the empty saucepan and looked at the bottom. “Considering that half the sauce is burned to the bottom of the pan, I think you did us a favor.”

She threw a dishtowel at me but smiled. “I can’t help it. I was having fun singing along to the music.”

“Just let us know when you plan to do it during dinnertime and we’ll order in to avoid future sauce disasters.”

“Well, we can’t all be as clean as you Mr. Jackson. I guess in this house, you’re just going to have to get used to having a messy wife. You know what they say, messy wife, messy life.”

“I think it’s actually happy wife, happy life, but we can go with yours.”

“Really. And what other phrases do you happen to know?”

“Well, there’s one my dad always told me to remember when I got married.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. “And what’s that?”

“He always said, ’Son, you’re either right or you’re happy. Choose wisely.’

“He did not.” 

“Scout’s honor.” I held up my fingers in the Scout’s gesture.

“So, when are we going to meet your parents?”

“Well, they retired to Florida, so I would imagine they won’t be making a trip back up here until summer. Nobody leaves Florida in the winter if they don’t have to.”

“We’ll have to invite them to come stay with us this summer. I think it would be good for James to get to know them.”

“I would suggest we take a trip down there, but I don’t know when we’ll get the time off. I think it would be easier for them to come here.”

“They can stay with us and my parents can come meet them. I could cook a big dinner for us.”

“As long as there’s no music playing.”
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Everyone was gathered at our house on Christmas Eve. A couple of years ago, we had started having a big get together where we ate Ravioli that Harper and Agnes, her mother-in-law, made. Since my house had the most space, I started having everyone over here. Luckily, Cassie and her parents didn’t care about having all my friends and family over. We had sort of become one big family. There would be twenty adults this year plus all the kids. 

“Alright, I set out all the wine on the island. I don’t want it to be in the way, though, so tell me if I need to move it.”

I turned around from putting the beer in the fridge to see Cassie standing in front of me, looking gorgeous as ever. Her hair was hanging in curls down her back and she had on a Christmas red dress that hit just below the knee with long sleeves. It hugged all those curves that I loved so much.

I had a big surprise for Cassie this year and I hadn’t yet decided if I would spring it on her tonight or tomorrow morning. 

“Damn, you look gorgeous.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself.” I looked down at my clothes and scoffed. I was just wearing grey pants with a black button down.

“Are you kidding me? I look like I’m going to work. You look like a sexy angel.”

I walked over to her and pulled her into my arms. Her warm body curved with mine, fitting me just perfectly.

“I don’t think angels are supposed to be sexy.”

“Too bad. I know you’re not the devil in disguise.”

“Really? How can you be so sure?”

“Because. You’ve got me heart and soul. If you were the devil, you would tease me and walk away, but I know you’re never going to leave me.”

She scrunched her eyes at me. “Maybe I’ll get tired of you.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll chase you down and chain you to my bed. You’ll go from sexy angel to my sex slave.” I clasped her hands behind her back in one of mine.

“Mmm. I kind of like the sound of that. Maybe we should see if Mom and Dad can take James for some of Christmas break.”

I kissed her roughly and pushed my hardening cock against her. She gasped when I broke the kiss. Her face was flushed and her eyes were filled with desire.

“Don’t tempt a man like that. Now I’m going to have a hard on for the rest of the night while I imagine you tied to our bed. What will your parents think?”

“It can’t be too much worse than when my mom saw you naked.”

I stepped back out of her arms. “And that did it. You’ve cured me for the night.”

She laughed and walked over to the cabinets and started pulling out pots. “I’m glad that you won’t have to worry about embarrassing yourself in front of my parents.”

“Well, not in that way at least.”

The doorbell rang and James came flying down the stairs.

“I’ll get it!”

He flung the door open and gave out a high five to Sebastian. “Hey, kid. Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah, you too.”

Sebastian and Maggie walked in and James took their coats, being quite the host. He was struggling to get the hanger back up on the bar, so I helped out, messing up his hair as I walked off. 

“Thanks, buddy.”

“No problem.”

All our friends and family slowly made their way to the house over the next half hour. When Jack, Agnes and Harper showed up, I went out to help unload the truck. They had bags and bags of homemade Ravioli.

“What’s with all the Ravioli? I know there’s a lot of us, but this looks like enough for an army.”

“Apparently, Sean and Jack have a bet going to see who can eat the most Ravioli tonight,” Harper said as she removed her coat.

“Really? What’s the bet?”

“What are we betting on?” Cole asked as he came toward the front door.

“Ravioli contest,” Harper supplied.

“What’s the bet.” I questioned whether or not this bet was actually worth it.

“Jack bet Sean a hundred bucks. Care to make a wager?” She raised an eyebrow at Cole. “How many, Cole?”

“Thirty-five.”

“Seriously, Cole? Thirty-five? I’m not sleeping with you tonight,” Alex scoffed.

“Pussy,” Sebastian laughed.

Agnes slapped Sebastian on the head as she walked past him to the stove. “There’s no need to use such crass language on Christmas Eve.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Huntley.”

“You think you can eat more?” Sean taunted.

“Put me down for fifty.” Sebastian took a swig of his beer and Maggie grabbed it from his hand. 

“You might want to lay off the beer if you’re planning to eat that many.”

“Jack, why are you wearing those ridiculous pants?” Agnes asked.

Jack must have changed when he got here because he was now wearing Batman sweatpants.

“I came prepared for the contest,” he said as he stretched out the waistband. “This is serious business. I’m not letting a waistband stand in the way of me winning this contest.”

“How many did you bet, Jack?” I asked.

“Fifty-seven.”

“How’d you come up with that number?” Drew asked.

“Easy. Last year, my record was forty-five. I figured that I had to do better than last year. I started overeating a week ago to stretch my stomach.”

“Overeating? Jack, every meal you eat is larger than normal.” Harper rolled her eyes at her husband, but he just pulled her into his arms.

“That’s because I need to always be prepared to feast on you.”

“Eww, gross. Could you please save that for when there aren’t little ears around,” Cassie said as she walked into the living room with a handful of beers.

“I’m sure I could be right up there with Jack. Put me down for sixty Ravioli.”

Everyone started laughing at me for some reason. “What? I could out-eat all of you. They’re just little Ravioli.” 

Harper was laughing so hard that tears were leaking down her face. “Ryan, you’re the smallest of all the guys. You can put away the food too, but seriously? There’s no way you can eat more than all of them.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “I’m like ten pounds lighter than Jack.”

More laughter ensued and it wasn’t until Agnes called from the kitchen for help that we forgot about the contest for five minutes. When the table was set and the ravioli was on the table, Lillian said grace and then all of the guys started reaching for the ravioli.

“Hold on a minute, boys. Only the women will hand out the ravioli. We don’t need any cheating. You’ll each get ten at a time and only when your plate is clean will you get more.” Cece said.

We all grumbled, but put our plates down and waited to be served. When the ravioli hit my plate, I had a moment of panic. These were huge ravioli, not like the ones in the Chef Boyardee can.

“Eat fast so that your stomach doesn’t have time to process that you’re full,” Cassandra whispered in my ear.

I dug in and started eating. Each plate that was filled had me feeling more and more stuffed, but I made a bet and damnit, I would win. The girls ate lazily around us, eating small bites of their ravioli and salad that had been prepared. None of the parents took part in the contest, but they seemed to enjoy watching us all try to outdo each other. 

“Mmm. These ravioli are so good,” Harper said around a mouthful.

“I should go check on the kids,” Anna said, getting up from her seat. We had put them in the kitchen at card tables. 

“How are you doing on those thirty, Cole?” I taunted across the table.

“It was thirty-five and you’re not going to be laughing when you’re sick tomorrow from eating too many.”

“I love this sauce. Is it homemade?” Lillian asked.

“I’m going on forty. I bet you all were wishing you wore pants like mine.” Jack waggled his eyebrows, taunting the guys.

“It was my grandmother’s recipe from Italy. I always make homemade sauce,” Agnes said after finishing a bite of food.

“I make a really good Alfredo sauce. It’s not as good as this, but I really like it,” Alex said.

“Baby, don’t lie to them,” Cole said with a smile. “I see you bury the jar of sauce in the garbage whenever you make something with Alfredo sauce.”

Alex scoffed and turned bright red. “I do not. I always make it from scratch!”

I was starting to feel like my pants were strangling my stomach and I was only at forty-five. Something had to be done. Standing I opened the button on my pants and let down the zipper, groaning as relief spread through me.

“Ryan!” Cassandra shrieked as she tried to block anyone from viewing my cock through my underwear. Little did she know that I was so full, no amount of her touching me would result in an erection right now.

“Ooh, I think I’m about to get another show,” Jane said excitedly.

“Mom!” Cassie shrieked. 

The other guys immediately stood and followed my example, except for Jack who had on his comfy pants. A round of groans were let out and soon we were all back to eating.

“What do you mean another show?” Cal asked.

“I can’t believe you think that my Alfredo sauce is out of a jar.” Alex crossed her arms over her chest and huffed.

“Fifty-five!” Sean said as he held his hands over his head.

“Don’t you remember when we came home early with James a few weeks ago? Cassie and Ryan were going at it like rabbits in the living room,” Jane giggled.

“Mom, please. Can we not talk about this in front of all my friends?”

Jane waved her hand dismissively at Cassie.

“Oh, God. I think I might throw up if I take another bite,” Drew said.

“That wasn’t even the worst part,” I said with a laugh. Cassie covered my mouth, but it was too late. Cal was already eager to hear what the worst part was.

“Is that like how your ice cream is homemade from bananas?” Cole teased Alex.

“They are homemade! You freeze the bananas and then blend them into ice cream,” Alex shot back.

“What are you up to Logan?” Sebastian asked.

“Dude, I’m not even at forty-five yet. I’m done.”

Cassandra scooped another ten on my plate, trying to distract me with food.

“What was the worst part?” Cal asked.

“That wasn’t grime you wiped off the window,” I said around a mouthful of food.

“Oh, God. Kill me now.” Cassie was burying her face in her hands.

“Geez, Lillian. How many are you going to eat? You didn’t say anything about joining the contest,” Sean accused.

“I’m not joining. I’m just eating because I’m hungry.”

“That baby’s gonna come out the size of an elephant,” Sean muttered.

“Are you saying I’m fat?” Lillian glared at Sean, but he didn’t notice because he was still stuffing his face.

“I wasn’t saying anything. I was just stating a fact.”

The whole table got silent as Lillian stared down an oblivious Sean.

“If it wasn’t grime on the window, what was it? It was sort of sticky.” Cal questioned me.

“Oh my God! He was rubbing that spot with his fingers!” Jane yelled.

Cassie was shaking her head in her hands and muttering please kill me now over and over again.

“I can’t believe you would say that your pregnant wife is fat!” Lillian said as she smacked Sean on the shoulder.

“What was it that I was rubbing?” Cal asked his wife.

“Sixty!” I yelled as I jumped up from the table, immediately regretting it and running out of the room to the bathroom. I thought I was going to throw up, but after I put on some more comfortable clothes and laid down for a minute, I felt better. I walked out of the bedroom fifteen minutes later to everyone clearing the table.

“Where are your parents?” I asked Cassandra.

“Well, after Dad figured out what the sticky substance was that he wiped off the window, he made an excuse about needing to get up early for the Black Friday sales and they left.”

“I’m sorry, Cassie girl.” I chuckled and kissed her on the forehead. “I wasn’t trying to let on to what happened. It just sort of popped out.”

“Yeah, well. That’s not exactly how I want my dad thinking of me.”

I saw the girls all in the kitchen helping with the clean up, but the guys were nowhere in sight.

“Where are the guys?”

“They’re all downstairs groaning about how much pain they’re in.”

“So, who won the contest?”

“Lillian. She had sixty-five.” 

“What? No way. She wasn’t even a part of the contest. Where’d she put it?”

“She’s pregnant. She was hungry.”

I looked in the kitchen to see Lillian eating some kind of dessert as she talked with the girls.

“She’s still eating,” I said, completely baffled that she was still stuffing her face.

“Yeah, well I once ate one hundred and forty-four cookies in a weekend when I was pregnant with James. It happens.”

“One hundred and forty-four cookies? Where did you even get that many?”

“I made them,” she glared at me. “I didn’t realize I was making the full batch and they were really good.”

“Obviously.”

“Hey, you try carrying another human for nine months and try not to eat everything in sight.”

I held my hands up in surrender. “I won’t say a word. I love the extra curve you have.”

“The extra curve?” She raised an eyebrow at me and crossed her arms over her chest.

“You know, in your hips. I love that about you.”

“And you think I got this curve because of the extra cookies I ate?”

“Well, I..I mean, your mom doesn’t have those curves so I assumed..”

“That I got fat because I ate too much while I was pregnant?”

I cleared my throat and pulled at the invisible noose tightening around my neck. “Of course not, sweetie.”

“But you do think that I’m fat,” she said accusingly.

“No! No, I would never say you were fat. You just have more to love around your hips.”

“That’s the same thing!”

“It’s not! I swear. I love your hips. Isn’t that why they call them love handles?” She actually looked like she was going to cry. Shit. “You know? So the guy has something to hold onto as he loves his woman.”

“That’s not why they call them that!”

“It’s not?” I pulled out my phone and did a quick search of the word. To my relief, I saw that according to the Urban Dictionary, that’s exactly why they were called love handles. I thrust the phone at her and gave her a minute to read what it said. The tears that were threatening to spill over cleared as she looked up at me.

“So, guys like this?”

“Yeah, Cassie girl. No man wants a woman so thin she could be snapped in half while he’s fucking her.”

She laughed and wrapped her arms around me. “So, if I get old and fat, you’ll still love me?”

“The more the merrier.”
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“Mom! Ryan! It’s Christmas!”

Any thoughts of sleeping in were banished when James jumped on the bed over and over until Cassie and I got out of bed. Cassie went into the living room and I went to the kitchen to make coffee. It was five-thirty in the morning. He wasn’t even up this early on a school day.

“Hurry up, Ryan. It’s time to open presents!”

“Coffee first, bud. Then stockings. Then presents.”

“Aww, man!”

When the coffee had been made, we each sat down and opened our stockings. Santa had given us all deodorant, toothpaste, toothbrushes, an apple and orange, socks, lotion, and some candy.

“Looks like Santa wants to be sure we’re healthy this year.” Cassie didn’t find my little comment funny. 

“There’s nothing wrong with Santa encouraging good hygiene and healthy eating.”

James had gotten a few new books, paint balling gear, and some new movies. Cassie had gotten me a new Dyson since my vacuum was getting old. She knew me so well. I wanted useful presents. I had gotten Cassie a necklace with a three heart pendant. One was white gold, the next gold, and the last rose gold. Each heart had little diamonds around one curve of the heart. 

After all the presents had been opened, it was time for the final present, but it wasn’t under the tree.

“Let’s get all this wrapping paper cleaned up and then we can watch one of your new movies,” Cassandra told James.

“Wait,” I said as I stood up and put my hand in my pocket. “There’s one present left.”

Cassie looked nervously at me and then at James. “Uh, Ryan, I think we should save that present for later.” She jerked her eyes over to James.

“It’s not that kind of present.” I got down on one knee in front of her. “Cassie, I never thought that I would be lucky enough to find someone as special as you. When all my friends got married and I still hadn’t found anyone, I thought I just wasn’t meant to find someone to share my life with. Then you changed my world that day I saw you in front of your car. I was nervous and excited all at once and while ours didn’t start as the most romantic love story, it turned out even better than I had ever hoped.”

I pulled out the ring and held it in front of me. “I know that this time around will be different because of everything we’ve already been through. I love you so much, Cassie girl. Will you marry me? Again?”

“Of course I will.”

She flung her arms around me and squeezed until I thought I would pass out from lack of oxygen.

“I don’t get it. You’re already married. How can you get married again?” James asked.

“We’ll renew our vows.”

“Oh. Do you have to do that every year like you do with the stickers on your car?”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Cassandra

RYAN AND I decided that we didn’t want a big elaborate wedding. I had a child that was almost eleven and Ryan and I had eloped already. It seemed all backwards. What I really wanted was a nice outdoor ceremony at our house. It was going to be simple and stress-free.

I didn’t want to let it show how relieved I was that Ryan asked me to marry him. Although we were already married, sometimes I felt like I was still a passenger in his life, not because he made me feel that way, but because maybe it didn’t really belong to me. While I had become comfortable around his house, occasionally I still felt it was that, his house. Now that I knew for certain that he wanted me here permanently and he wouldn’t be changing his mind, I found myself more comfortable not just around him, but also in our house.

I wanted a fall wedding, so we planned it for September, which left plenty of time to plan and find the perfect dress to wear. I didn’t want anything too fancy, but I still wanted something breathtaking. Alex was needing to get out of the house one weekend and agreed to take me dress shopping. We headed to a little boutique outside of Pittsburgh.

“Do you know what kind of dress you want?”

“I’m not sure what will look good on me. I know that I want something simple because it’s an outdoor wedding, but other than that, I guess I’ll need to try some on.”

“I think you would look great in a mermaid style dress.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You have the perfect curves for it. It’s exactly what I would have wanted.”

“But you didn’t go with that?”

“No, we had a beach wedding and I didn’t really have the figure for it.”

I had known Alex for a little over a year now and this was the first time I had really spoken with her about her wedding or anything to do with Cole. Usually our conversations revolved around other people or superficial things.

“How long have you two been married now?”

“Two years. We met a little over a year before that, but then..”

She didn’t have to say any more. I knew the story from Ryan and it wasn’t a pretty one. I was sure she didn’t want to talk about it.

“So, have you guys thought about starting a family?”

“Um..yeah, but it’s not really working.”

“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t been able to get pregnant. I think it’s me. The doctors don’t know why I can’t get pregnant. They tell us to just keep trying but not to stress over it.”

“Have you thought about trying IVF?”

“We’ve talked about it a little, but I don’t know if we want kids that much. I mean, I want them, but I know it’s a lot of pressure to do IVF and it could put a lot of strain on us. We’ve already been through so much. I just want to live in peace for a while.”

“What does Cole think about that?”

“I think Cole wants to give me a child any way that he can. It must be a guy thing, that he’s supposed to make this happen for me, but I don’t blame him. I don’t think it’s him that’s the problem.”

“Alex, you can’t look at it that one of you is the problem. Maybe you just weren’t meant to conceive naturally. There’s nothing wrong with alternative ways of getting pregnant.”

She blew out a breath and stared out the window. “I know, but after everything, I just don’t think I’m up to it. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I still don’t have a job. I’m basically a housewife.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“In today’s society? Tell me what’s not wrong with that. I’m supposed to be out finding a job and helping to support the household.”

“Who cares? It used to be that women stayed home and took care of the house and the man earned the money. What’s wrong with that, as long as Cole’s okay with it.”

“Cole would wrap me in bubble wrap for the rest of my life if he could. He’s so freaked out whenever I leave the house if I’m not with him. He doesn’t want me to work because he wants me at home where he knows I’m safe, but honestly, I’m glad about that. I don’t know if I could handle a job. Maybe some day, but right now, I get panicked if I’m out in public for too long. I feel like people are watching me and I get freaked out.”

“So, was this a bad idea for you to come with me?”

“No. I think it’s good that I push myself. If I don’t, I won’t get better.”

“Well, you’ll have to tell me if you start panicking. We can leave if you start to feel overwhelmed.”

“I appreciate that, but I really do want to try to be okay today.”

We arrived at the shop a few minutes later and immediately started going through dresses. The shop ladies were excellent at helping me pick out a style that worked for me and it only took two hours to find the right dress. The dress was a mermaid style, just like Alex suggested. It had a sweetheart neckline with two inch straps that wrapped over my shoulder and then connected with the fabric under my armpits. It left the back completely open, forming a v at the small of my back.

It was perfect for an outdoor wedding, though it might be cool for fall, but it was exactly what I had been looking for. I was changing out of my dress when I heard a man and woman arguing in the front of the shop. 

“Alex, what’s going on out there.”

“I don’t know. There’s a couple arguing up front,” she said shakily.

“Is everything okay?” I asked warily. She didn’t sound like she was okay. I quickly threw my clothes on and when she didn’t answer, I rushed out before I could put on my socks and shoes.

“Alex?”

She was standing at the front of the dressing area shaking. The man was yelling at the woman and started picking up displays and throwing them. The manager was threatening to call 9-1-1, but the man continued his tirade.

“Alex, let’s go in the back.” I tried to pull her with me, but she seemed to be in some kind of trance. “Alex.” Her shaking intensified and her breathing grew ragged. I didn’t want to disrupt Cole, but I had no idea what to do for her. I pulled out my phone, only then realizing that I didn’t have Cole’s number. I couldn’t find Alex’s phone, so I called Ryan. 

“How’s dress shopping going?”

“Ryan, I need you to get ahold of Cole. There’s a couple having an argument and Alex is freaking out. I don’t know what to do for her. I think she’s having a panic attack.”

“I’ll have him call you right back.”

I waited for a few minutes for the phone to ring, all the while watching Alex as her panic grew. When the phone rang, I almost dropped it twice before finally answering.

“Hello?”

“It’s Cole. What’s going on?”

“There’s a couple arguing and Alex is just standing here in some kind of trance. She’s breathing heavily and I can’t get her to move. I don’t know what to do.”

“Get her in a dressing room. You’re going to have to force her back there. Then get her to stick her head between her legs to help calm her breathing. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

“Cole, I don’t think she’d want you to come all the way out here. She said she needed to do this.”

“I don’t give a fuck what she thinks is best. She needs me and I’m coming for her. Don’t leave the shop!”

He hung up on me and I quickly sprang to action, following his directions as best I could. She was a little difficult to move and more than that, the couple up front were getting louder and only adding to the stress of the situation. When I heard the sirens, I was relieved that they would finally handle the couple, but wondered if it would freak Alex out any more.

When I got her in a dressing room, I shoved her head down between her legs and rubbed her back. Her breathing seemed to come under control a little at a time, but she was still pretty out of it. 

“Police. I need you to step out of the dressing room.”

I got up and walked over to the curtain, pulling it aside slightly to step out.

“Her too.”

“She’s having a panic attack. She needs to stay back there until her husband gets here.”

“I’m going to go check on her. I need you to stay here until I’m sure that she’s okay.”

I nodded and watched as the officer poked his head in the curtained off area. Alex was now huddled on the ground with her arms wrapped around her legs. Her shaking had intensified, but she appeared to have her breathing under control.

“What’s the deal with her? Is there anything I need to know about?” the officer asked.

“Something happened to her and now when she’s in public, she sometimes gets panic attacks. The argument between the couple was what set it off. I already called her husband and he’s on his way.”

“Okay. What can you tell me about what happened out there?”

“Nothing, really. I was getting dressed when I heard them start arguing. I have no idea what the fight was about, but when I came out, he was throwing displays on the floor and causing a mess. Then my friend was panicking and I had to deal with that. I’m sorry, but that’s all I know.”

“Alright. We’re working on getting this taken care of. What’s the husband’s name so I can let him through?”

“Cole Reynolds.”

“Alright. Just stay back here until someone tells you you’re allowed to leave.”

“Thank you, Officer.”

I went back and sat with Alex for another half hour before I heard Cole calling her name. I saw the moment that she snapped out of her haze. It was like Cole was her secret balm that made everything okay. I watched as he knelt down next to her and held her as she cried. I felt terrible for having put her in this situation. Had I known that she was prone to panic attacks, I would have taken her someplace closer to home. 

“Cassie, are you alright?”

I turned around, shocked to see Ryan standing there. “What are you doing here?”

“I came with Cole. When you told me that Alex was freaking out, I wanted to be sure that you were okay. She usually only panics when something bad happens.”

“That was sweet of you, but I’m fine. You didn’t need to drive all the way out here.”

Cole walked out of the dressing room, carrying Alex like she was made of glass. “We’ll see you later. I’m going to take her home. Thank you for calling me, Cassandra.”

I nodded and watched him walk out the door. “He really loves her, doesn’t he?”

“Cole is crazy about Alex. I think if anything ever happened to her, he’d lose it.”

“Wouldn’t anyone?”

“Not like him. He’s almost lost her twice now. It’s weird because he has his own issues, but she seems to calm the monsters in his head. If she wasn’t there, I think he would slip back into the shell he was before she came around.”

That was a terrible thought. I couldn’t imagine being so engrossed in someone that you would cease to exist without that person. I loved Ryan very much, but if something happened to him, I would still have my son and my parents. I couldn’t afford to think about what I would do without him.

After I put down my deposit on the dress, Ryan and I went back to my car and he drove us back home. I couldn’t help but think about Cole and Alex and how little I knew about them. That was the way it was with all our friends. I didn’t really know a lot about any of them, despite being friends for over a year now.

“Is that what happened to Drew? Did he lose himself in grief when his first wife died?”

“He doesn’t really talk about it, but I think that’s what happened. He’s definitely changed since Sarah’s come into his life. And Cara.”

“I think I want to keep our wedding small. Just our family and close friends. I don’t ever want to witness Alex freaking out like that again.”

“Cassie, you shouldn’t make our wedding smaller just because Alex might freak out. We’re already having it at the house, so she could just go inside if something happened.”

“I know, but I want her to feel comfortable. I’m sure Cara is the same way around people.”

“Cara’s worse. I’m sure you’ve noticed that she doesn’t ever come out to join us at The Pub.”

“Then let’s keep it small. I want our friends to feel comfortable.”
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At the end of February, we had our three month check in with the court. While it didn’t seem like James liked going to his dad’s, it wasn’t up to him if he went for visits. We met with the lawyer again to prepare for the hearing and it was not very encouraging. 

“I don’t understand. James doesn’t even like being there. He can’t wait to get away at the end of his visit.” I was baffled. I just couldn’t wrap my head around what Garret was saying.

“Basically, if the social worker doesn’t say that James is in any danger and it’s a good environment, there’s every possibility that Michael could get more than visitation. It’ll start out small, but I’m sure he’ll eventually try for more. I wish that I could tell you something different, but as his biological father, the court won’t keep James from him unless he proves to be a threat to him in some way.”

Ryan squeezed my hand as he felt me stiffening. I knew I was on the verge of freaking out and only he could keep me from losing it.

“Is there anything we can do?”

“No. The most we can do is argue our case.”

It seemed completely hopeless. I didn’t know what I would do if my son had to go stay with his father overnight. I had never been away from him other than when he stayed at my parents’ house. We left the meeting feeling worse than when Michael got visitation. This was real and there was no waking me from this nightmare.

When the day of the hearing came, I was a complete wreck. Ryan had to help me with everything from showering to eating to dressing. My hands weren’t working properly with all the anxiety running through me. 

We had talked to James about the possibility of his father getting more time with him, but as before, he took it like a little man and said that it would all be alright. Ryan was doing a great job of being a male role model for James. I could see it every day with James in the way he handled every day situations. He had always been a good kid, but he seemed mature beyond his years since Ryan came into the picture.

When the judge entered the courtroom, the opening was a blur. The social worker gave her assessment, which was basically that James was in a protected environment and while James and Michael didn’t have a great connection, there was no danger for him being there. 

“Your honor, we would like to request at this time that James remain on his current supervised visit rotation until Mr. Scott can get to know James better. My clients are not comfortable at this time leaving their son with a near stranger.”

“Mr. Ryder, it seems to me that the best way for James to get to know his father is to spend more time with him. I’m granting partial custody to Mr. Scott. He will receive custody every other weekend and one night a week for the next three months. If at that time he proves that he has established a relationship with his son, he may petition the court for joint custody. Mr. Scott will begin his first weekend on Friday the 5th. James will be dropped off by five in the evening and picked up no earlier than three in the afternoon on the following Sunday. The week day that you arrange will begin as soon as school is out and he will be picked up no earlier than seven in the evening.”

Michael’s lawyer stood and interrupted the judge. “Your honor, it would be better for my client if he could pick up James from his mother’s house after five-”

“If it would be better for your client, he can go back to supervised visitation,” the judge growled.

“No, your Honor. He’ll make it work.”

“Good. See that he does.”

“Wait!” I stood up, surprising the judge and Garret. Garret tried to tell me to be quiet, but I just couldn’t sit there. “I don’t understand. How can you give him custody?”

“Mrs. Jackson, please take a seat-”

“No. You know nothing about my family besides what it says on a piece of paper. Michael hasn’t been a part of James’s life for ten years and suddenly he wants to be a part of it.”

The judge banged the gavel. “Mrs. Jackson, take a seat before I have you thrown out of this court.”

“No. I don’t mean to be disrespectful, your Honor, but this is bullshit! He abandoned me and my son because it suited him and now he gets to walk back into my life and take my child from me.”

“Mrs. Jackson, he’s not taking your son. He gets limited time with your son to establish a connection with his son. It’s his right as the biological father.”

“His right? Tell me where my rights were when I was the one that struggled to take care of my son alone? He didn’t pay a cent to help out, but now he gets to completely change James’s life because his wife wants a child! He doesn’t even pay attention to his son!”

I knew I sounded like a raving lunatic. Garret was at my side trying to get me to shut up and Ryan was squeezing my hand in support. The judge was banging his gavel, but I couldn’t hear anything but the sounds of my son being ripped away from me.

“The court has made its decision. Now one more outburst from you and I’ll hold you in contempt of court.”

I didn’t care if they threw me in jail. This judge was insane if he thought I was handing over my son.

“Cassie girl, calm down. I don’t want to have to bail you out of jail,” Ryan whispered in my ear. His voice finally broke through to me and I sat down. I wasn’t sure what else was said as I sat there completely numb.

I flinched when the gavel struck the wood, not able to comprehend what had just happened. My son would now be spending every other weekend away from me as well as one night a week. I looked over at Ryan who looked equally shell shocked. 

“I’m sorry, Cassandra. I knew it would be a long shot if the social worker found no problems. I expected him to extend the current arrangement, but this judge tends to side with the father.”

I nodded, not sure what to say. I stood when Ryan pulled at my hand.

“He’s going to stay a whole weekend with a virtual stranger in just a few days. Why did the judge rush it?” Ryan asked.

“I suppose he didn’t see any point in putting it off. I’ll do some more research on cases like yours, but for now, just follow the courts decision. You don’t want to do anything to make the judge mad. It’ll only hurt you in the end.”

“Okay.”

“Cassandra, I know this is hard, but the more you argue with the judge, the more he’s going to want to side against you. You can’t lash out in court like that. We’ll keep fighting and find some way to get full custody back. I promise, I won’t stop fighting for you.”

I nodded at Garret’s words and let Ryan lead me out of the courthouse and to his truck. I felt totally deflated and a little out of it. All I could think about was how my son was going to have a very different life than what he was used to. Some stranger was deciding my son’s future without taking into consideration my feelings on the matter. 

“How do we tell James that he has to go stay with that man?”

“We’ll do it together. Listen, Michael isn’t dangerous to James. He’s distant and not a very good father, but you know Alisha wants him. She’ll take care of him, so hold onto that until we can get this sorted. He’ll be safe there.”

It was such a ludicrous thing to hold onto the knowledge that he would be safe. He shouldn’t be there in the first place. I should have asked him to give up his parental rights long ago, but I never imagined that anything like this would happen. Now I would be paying for that decision and I didn’t see a way out of it.























CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ryan

“I CAN’T BELIEVE you guys are making me go stay there for the whole weekend,” James grumbled from the backseat.

“Buddy, we’re not making you. The court ordered this arrangement and we could get in a lot of trouble if we don’t do what is demanded.”

“So what if you get in trouble. I hate him! I don’t want to go spend any time with them. Why don’t I get a choice?”

James was not taking this well. He had been handling everything fine until we came home and told him that he was now going to have to spend even more time with his father and the social worker would no longer be there.

“James, believe me. Ryan and I do not want you to stay there either, but we could lose even more time with you if we don’t follow the court’s orders. We’re doing everything we can to make sure that you stay with us, but we need some time.”

We pulled into the driveway and James jumped from the vehicle and stomped up the driveway. It was odd because he didn’t want to be here, but he also wanted to get away from us, which I could tell broke Cassandra’s heart. 

I got out and met Michael and Alisha at the door.

“Son.” Michael nodded to James who just stood there staring at the outside of the house.

“I’m not your son.”

“Well, we’re so glad that you get to stay the whole weekend with us,” Alisha beamed. “I was thinking we could go to the zoo or the playground.”

“I’d rather read,” James said sullenly. I wanted to tell him to knock it off and behave, but the other part of me was happy that he didn’t want to give in and spend time with them. It seemed that Cassandra had other thoughts though.

“James.” She waited for him to turn and look at her. “We know that this is hard on you. It’s very hard for us too, but I want you to try and have a good time. Alisha would like to spend some time with you and you never know, you might have fun.”

“Fine,” James said grudgingly. Cassandra looked at Alisha with a tight smile. I could tell that Alisha was truly interested in getting to know James, but Michael looked like he couldn’t care less and that was the problem. Alisha wasn’t the biological parent and it wasn’t her that should be bonding with James. If Michael wasn’t interested in having a part in his son’s life, then we shouldn’t be giving up time with our son so that he could make his wife happy.

“Hey, buddy. I got you something.” James turned to me and I put a Pittsburgh Steelers hat on his head. He took it off and a brief smile touched his lips, but he quickly scowled and pushed past Michael and Alisha and stormed into the house, dragging his overnight bag behind him. Originally, the court had ordered that Michael pick James up from school, but since this was James’s first overnight visit, we agreed that it would be better for us to drop him off.

“I’ll just go make sure he’s okay.” Alisha walked back into the house as I stood there staring down Michael.

“Cassie, why don’t you go wait in the truck.”

I could feel Cassie’s eyes on me, but I didn’t take mine off Michael. After a minute, she turned and headed for the truck.

“Why are you doing this? You obviously don’t give a shit about James, so why are you putting us through this?”

“Look, it’s not that I don’t give a shit, but kids were never part of the plan. I don’t know what to do with a kid. Alisha’s good with him though and I’ll do anything to make her happy.”

“You just remember something. He doesn’t want to be here with you. You’re fucking with that kid’s life for your own peace of mind. If you don’t step up and take on the role that you told the judge you wanted, I’ll make sure you never see him again.”

“You know, that sounds an awful lot like a threat. I’m sure the judge would love to know that you’re threatening the biological father.”

His smirk had me grinding my teeth to keep from pounding his face in. I didn’t know how much longer I could put up with this shit. It was hard enough to see James and Cassandra hurting, but then on top of it, this asshole was playing with me just because he could. I gathered my senses and turned toward the truck.

“We’ll be by at three o’clock on Sunday, not a minute later.”
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Cassie had been pacing the floor since we got home. I didn’t know what to do to make her feel better. There was one thing I wanted right now and that was to get drunk. I wanted to numb my mind to the fact that my son was over at that prick’s house as some sort of entertainment for his wife. 

“Come on, Cassie. We’re not staying here tonight to wallow in our sorrows. We’ll call and have anyone that can meet us down at The Pub for a few drinks.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere. I can’t stand the thought of him being over there right now.”

“Cassie, I get it, but staying around here pacing the floor is going to make the night drag by. We need a distraction. We’ll pretend that he’s at your parents’ for the night and then tomorrow we’ll pace some more.”

“Ugh. I hate this.”

“I know, Cassie girl. It sucks and I wish that I could take this away, but we have to stick it out. Sitting around here is just going to drive us crazy. I won’t be able to sleep the way I’m feeling right now.”

“You’re right. We need to get out of here and go have some fun. We’ll just pretend it’s another date night.”

“Exactly.” 

We both stared at each other and nodded for about thirty seconds before either of us moved. I called the guys and found a few to meet us in town. Cassie went and got in something more comfortable. By the time we were at The Pub, we were both jittery and in desperate need of a drink.

“Jack and Coke,” I told the bartender.

“Long Island Ice Tea,” Cassie said.

“Are you sure you want to go that route?”

“I need it.”

“Alright.”

We got our drinks and went to sit down with Harper, Jack, Cece, and Logan. Everyone else was busy for the night or couldn’t find a babysitter. 

“So, why did the judge award him partial custody? It doesn’t make sense?” Harper said.

Cassie took a long drink, way too long for a Long Island, and answered.

“I don’t know. It’s like the judge was rooting for Michael. The social worker clearly stated that Michael was not doing much to get to know James, so I don’t understand it. Our lawyer said that this might happen. He said a lot of judges are starting to side with fathers.”

“I could see that if Michael had already been a part of James’s life, but he just came after him one day. That doesn’t make sense,” Cece said.

“How was it dropping him off?” Logan asked me. 

“It was rough. James didn’t want to be there, but he also blamed us for dropping him off. It about tore my fucking heart out.”

“You know what you guys should do?” Cece asked with raised eyebrows.

“Coming from you, I’m not sure I want to know,” I responded. “I remember what you do when you feel threatened.”

“Hey, man. That’s in the past. Let it go,” Logan glared at me. Obviously he didn’t like seeing his woman upset and I couldn’t blame him, but every once in a while, it still pissed me off what she did. I’d forgiven her and even pushed Logan at her, but that didn’t mean I would forget how she almost destroyed our business.

“I’m not talking about anything horrible. I was just thinking that a little yard forking could be in order.”

“What the hell is yard forking?” Jack asked.

“It’s when you stick a plastic fork in the ground and then break it off at the handle. It’s almost impossible to get out of the ground easily,” she laughed. “You could place a couple hundred in their yard.”

“I don’t want to do anything that vindictive. I would hate it if someone did that to me.” Cassie sighed.

“Yeah, well the ground is too hard anyway. You’d have to wait for springtime.”

We continued to drink for a while. The girls excused themselves at some point to go play darts while Logan, Jack, and I hung out. I noticed that Cassandra had ordered two more Long Island Iced Teas throughout the night and that was going to be killer in the morning.

“How’s the wedding planning going?” Logan asked.

“I don’t know. I’m leaving it all to Cassie. Whatever she wants is fine with me. I don’t really care as long as she’s there to say ‘I do’.”

“I wasn’t sure I’d ever see the day that you actually settled down. After Sarah, I thought for sure you were done  with relationships,” Logan said.

“Nah. I knew she wasn’t the one. It wouldn’t have worked out even if she hadn’t left me for what’s his name.”

“No, I just meant that most guys go out looking for random hookups after a serious relationship. You just hung around Cassie.”

“I had one or two, but I’m just not into that. When I saw Cassie, I knew I wanted her and the other women were just random fucks. They wouldn’t have ever given me what I wanted. I would have waited a hell of a lot longer to have her.”

“Speaking of Cassie, where are the girls?” Jack asked as he looked around the bar. They weren’t by the dart board or at the bar.

“Probably in the bathroom,” Logan replied.

“No, look. Their coats aren’t hanging up.” I pointed to the door where we had hung our coats when we came in.

“Shit. This isn’t good. Harper and Cece together means trouble,” Jack said shaking his head and standing.

“Relax. Cassandra’s with them. How much trouble could they get into?” I asked.

“Famous last words, brother. Cassie’s been drinking,” Logan stood also and threw some bills down on the table. I pulled out my phone and called Cassie.

“Hello?” Cassie said in a sing song voice.

“Cassie, where are you guys? You just left.”

“We’re at a certain someone’s house exacting revenge.”

“Cassie, don’t do anything you’re gonna regret.”

There was no response. “Cassie. Cassie. Shit. She hung up on me. They’re over at Michael’s house.”

“Should we call Sean now or wait until we’re sure the cops are going to show up?” Logan asked.

“It’s Harper. When do the cops not show up?” Jack asked.

“Still, let’s wait. Maybe it’s not as bad as we’re imagining.”
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“Of fuck. I was wrong. We should have called Sean right away.” Logan said as he stared at the girls laughing like hyena’s on the front lawn of Michael’s house. Thankfully, they hadn’t woken anyone yet and the cops weren’t here.

“We still have time. Let’s get them and get the fuck out of here before we all get thrown in jail.” I headed toward the girls, but Jack stopped me. 

“No way. I’m getting pictures of this. We need blackmail photos. Next time they try to pull something, we can pull these photos out and use them against them.”

“Right. Like any of them would ever believe we’d turn them over to the cops.” Logan rolled his eyes, but waited until Jack was done taking pictures. The girls saw the flashes and started waving at us.

“Enough. Let’s get them before they wake up all the neighbors.” I said as we walked forward into the massacre that had occurred on the front lawn.

“How did they even do this? It looks so real,” Jack said.

“Never underestimate Cece. She learned from the best.”

He was referring to Vira, who thankfully was out of our lives. With her help, Cece had almost ruined her own life.

“Jack, get a few close ups of this,” I pointed to the snowman the girls had built. Sticking out of the snowman’s mouth was the lower half of a boy’s body. There was blood coming out of the snowman’s mouth around the torso of the body and blood splatters all around the snowman. Scattered around the rest of the lawn were the lower halves of boy’s and girl’s bodies with large puddles of blood all around them.

“Where the hell did they get all this in the middle of the night?” Logan asked. I shook my head and made my way over to where the girls were arranging the last body. I saw Cece squirting a large bottle of what I could only assume was food coloring.

“Alright, Cassie girl. Let’s get you out of here before someone calls the cops on us.”

We started walking, but she kept stumbling in the snow, so I hauled her up on my back and carried her.

“You’re sure you didn’t leave anything behind?” Jack asked Harper.

“Sure I’m sure. I’ve got it all right here with me!” Harper smiled brightly.

“Harper, one of these days, you’re gonna end up in jail and I’m not going to be able to get you out of it.”

“Jail shmail,” she waved her arm. “This is a harmless prank.”

“A harmless prank?” Jack asked. “You massacred little boy’s and girl’s bodies all over someone’s front lawn.”

“Fake bodies,” she clarified. “And it was only half of their bodies. We left the top half off. We figured bodies with decapitated heads would be too gruesome.”

“Right, because bodies with their entrails hanging out isn’t gruesome at all,” I muttered under my breath.

“Did you like that?” Cece asked excitedly. “I thought that was a pretty good touch.”

“I think you’ve all had enough fun for one night. Harper, it’s been a pleasure as always,” Logan said as he stuffed his wife in the truck.

Harper saluted Logan and then fell toward Jack’s truck. He had to hoist her up because she couldn’t climb in on her own. I set Cassandra in the truck and buckled her in quickly, then drove away before someone saw us. Luckily, the homes in this neighborhood weren’t close together, so the neighbors didn’t hear anything.

When we got home, I carried a passed out Cassandra into the house and laid her on the bed. There was no point in trying to undress her. I was about to go check on James when I realized he wasn’t there. Shaking my head, I walked back to the bedroom and undressed before climbing into bed. I needed to help Cassandra find a different way to deal with her anger over what was going on. If she kept listening to Cece and Harper, we might lose custody of James.
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“What happened last night?” Cassandra groaned as she rolled over in bed. I had been up for the past three hours waiting for her to wake up and feel the affects from her drunken rampage. I held out a glass of water and some ibuprofen in front of her.

“Here. Drink this.” She fumbled and grabbed the glass, swallowing down the pills.

“Did I drink the whole bar?”

“No, but you did drink way too many Long Island Iced Teas. I know you had three when you were with me, but I have no idea how many you ordered when you girls went to play darts.”

“We played darts? I don’t remember that.”

“Yeah, well I’m sure there’s a lot you don’t remember.”

“Oh God, did I embarrass myself?”

I thought about that. I didn’t think she did in any way. She didn’t strip or sing badly to karaoke.

“No, you just massacred little children in front of Michael’s house.”

“What?” she screeched. “I did not. Don’t even joke about something like that.”

I pulled out my phone and showed her the pictures Jack had sent me. 

“Oh my God!” She smacked me on the arm. “Why didn’t you stop me!”

“You snuck out of the bar with Cece and Harper. This was all done by the time we showed up. You’re lucky nobody heard or saw you over there.”

“Where did we get all this stuff?”

“That’s still something we’re trying to figure out. I’m guessing Cece had something to do with it.”

She groaned and hung her head in her hands. “I am such a bad person. Oh no! What if James sees this? What will he think of me?”

“We aren’t going to tell him. The only people that know about this are Jack, Logan, Cece, and Harper, and it’s going to stay that way.”

“I can’t believe I did that. It’s so childish and..kind of awesome. I’ve never done something like that in all my life!”

“Okay, so we’ve moved on from embarrassed to giddily jumping for joy.”

“No, it’s just..you know how you always want revenge on someone that’s just a horrible person? Well, I got it!”

“Yes, well, you can’t ever let anyone know that it was you or you’d end up in jail.”

She shrugged. “I’m good with that. I can pretend this wasn’t my work.”

“Cassie, while I’m glad you got your revenge, you know that shit can’t happen anymore, right? If you were caught, imagine the leverage Michael would have over you.”

She paled at that and took off for the bathroom. I was right behind her holding her hair back as she threw up multiple times in the toilet. When she had finally purged her stomach, she laid her head on the toilet and cried.

“I can’t believe how stupid I was. If I had been caught, I’d be in jail and Michael could have used it against me in court.”

“Yes, he could have, but that didn’t happen, so let’s just forget about this and move on.”

“Easy for you to say. I’m supposed to be the responsible one that thinks only of her child.”

“Everybody needs a break sometimes. When you feel like you’re losing it, just tell me and I’ll take over.”

I climbed into bed and pulled her against me. Her head rested against my chest until she fell back asleep. I didn’t want to leave her. I knew she was hurting and I’d do anything to make it better for her. If this was all I could give her, I’d stay in bed with her all day and let her lie against me.
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“Sean. What’s going on?” I asked as I answered the door later that day.

“Can I talk to you and Cassandra for a minute?”

“Sure. Come on in.”

I opened the door wider for him and he walked in and headed for the living room where Cassie was lounging.

“Hey, Cassie. How’s it going?”

“I could be better. I have a bit of a hangover this morning.”

“Yeah? I heard you were hanging out with Cece and Harper last night. That’s always asking for trouble.”

“Tell me about it. There’s not much I remember other than going to the bar.”

“Good. Then that means you won’t be able to lie to me.”

Cassie looked at me nervously, but I just smiled and shook my head. Sean would never turn her in over something so stupid. Cassie didn’t know Sean that well and it was probably making her panic. I sat down next to her and rubbed her thigh to help calm her.

“Lie to you about what?”

“Your ex, Michael called in to report his property had been vandalized last night. There’s a bunch of massacred half bodies laying around his front yard. It’s pretty realistic looking.”

He pulled out his phone and showed us the pictures that looked even worse in the daylight. Cassie covered her mouth.

“That’s horrible. Who..who would do something like that?” She was trying to sound sincere, but it came off as rehearsed to me and apparently Sean thought the same thing, based on the look he gave me.

“I especially like the picture of the snowman eating the body. That’s got to be the most terrifying image to have in my head in the middle of winter.”

“How did James take it? Did he see any of this?”

Sean shrugged and laughed. “Apparently, he thought it was pretty cool. He told Michael that they should leave it up and recreate it at Halloween.”

“Well, I’m glad James took it okay.”

“Yeah, something like that could be seen in a very bad light. Especially if Michael suspected that someone was trying to get back at him for him gaining partial custody of James.”

She nodded and bit her lip. “Yes, I could see how he would think it was me.”

“Well, I just thought it was something funny to show you.”

“Did they, I mean, did anyone get any video of who did this?”

“Nope. There were no cameras in the area, but Michael did tell me that he’d be installing cameras after this incident. He wanted to be sure he caught whoever did it, if they decided to try again.”

Sean stood and headed for the door. “Well, sorry to run, but I’ve got some stuff to get done for Lillian. She made me promise to bring home Chinese food. Last week, she was all about Italian. Now it’s Chinese food. We’re going to go broke on all her cravings.”

I walked Sean out and then went back to the living room.

“Okay, so no more hanging out with Cece and Harper.”

“Or drinking,” I added.




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Cassandra and Ryan

AFTER THAT WEEKEND a few months ago, I vowed that I would let go of my anger toward Michael and learn to deal with the situation like an adult. Cece and Harper both apologized for dragging me into their plotting, but honestly, drunk or not I agreed to do it. There was no excusing what I did.

So, over the next few months, I was polite to Alisha and Michael. I talked to James about trying to enjoy his time there and explained that he wouldn’t know if he wanted to get to know his dad if he didn’t try. It was still hard for me to drop him off, but I was dealing with it. There were a few times that Michael wanted to drop James off early or pick him up later. It was infuriating, but he was my son and I’d gladly take the extra time with him. Plus, it gave me leverage when I wanted something in return.

“Michael, I’d like to take James to the fair tomorrow. I know it’s your weekend, but I was hoping we could split the weekend.”

“Actually, Alisha wanted to take James. Look, if it was up to me, I’d let you keep the rugrat, but she wants to do this with him.”

“He’s your son. Can you please stop referring to him as a rugrat?”

He ran a hand down his face and sighed. “Sorry. You know this was never what I wanted.” He seemed to be really uncomfortable about something, but I wasn’t sure what. “Do you have a minute to come inside? I’d like to talk to you about what happened. You know, before..when I left.”

I looked back at the truck to see Ryan waiting patiently for me. “Give me a minute.” I went back to the truck and Ryan raised an eyebrow when I went to his side instead to the passenger side. 

“Ryan, Michael wants to talk. Can you give me some time? Maybe twenty minutes?”

“Why don’t I come in with you.”

“No. I have a feeling that he wants to tell me something. He’d probably be more willing to open up if it was just me.”

“Alright. If that’s what you want.”

I went back and followed Michael inside as Ryan drove off. Alisha was outside in the backyard with James, so I was sitting alone with Michael in the living room.

“So, what did you want to talk about?”

“You’re so different than you were ten years ago.”

“It’s more like twelve. James is almost eleven.”

“Right. I don’t know how to talk to you anymore. You aren’t at all how I remember you.”

“Neither are you. When we met, you were this sweet guy that stole my heart, but then you ran off to basic and forgot about me.”

Michael sighed and leaned back in the couch. “I was never that guy. That’s just always how you chose to see me. Cassandra, I never came back for you because I didn’t want that life. I didn’t want the obligation of having a kid to take care of. If it had been just you, I might have come back for you. I never wanted kids.”

“And now? You sure are fighting hard enough for James.”

“Honestly, Alisha thinks that I need this so that I have no regrets.”

It made my blood boil to hear him talk so flippantly about my son. “If you don’t want him, then do us all a favor and leave us alone.”

“It’s not that easy. I’ve gotten used to having him around. He’s not a bad little dude.”

“No shit. I’ve known that for eleven years now.”

“Cassie, the reason I wanted to talk to you is that I wanted to clear things up between us. Everything was such a whirlwind back then. I was young and caught up in a lot of different stuff. You were a good time and I did care about you. I’m sorry that I abandoned you.”

“How can you be sorry when you don’t really want him?”

“It’s more like, I’m sorry because I know it was a shit thing to do. I’m sorry because I left you to take care of him all by yourself.”

“But you’re not sorry that you missed out on all that time with your son.”

He didn’t say anything, which pretty much answered any questions I still had about him. He was the boy that was sorry he got caught shoplifting but not that he stole the candy.

“Look, I want to keep trying with James. This stuff doesn’t come easy to me. I always knew that I would make a shit father. That’s why I never tried to be a part of his life, but I would try anything to make Alisha happy.”

“Doesn’t that strike you as a little odd that you would do anything for your wife, but not your son?”

“Cassandra, the situation is what it is. You have a good father figure for him. I’m trying, but-”

“You’re not trying. James comes home and tells me what Alisha does with him. You’re rarely mentioned.”

“Fair enough. Look, how about we meet at the fair? Alisha can spend a little time with him and then you and Ryan can take him home for the rest of the weekend.”

“Fine. Should we meet about seven?”

“That’s fine. I’ll text you when we’re there.”

I stood and walked to the door, hoping like hell Ryan was outside waiting for me.
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“I got it all recorded on my phone, Ryan. The jackass admitted that he doesn’t even want James. He told me he’s only doing it to make her happy. We have to take this to Garret right away so he can do an emergency hearing or whatever the hell it is.”

I was pacing like a mad woman around the house. This could all be over so fast and I would never have to speak to Michael again.

“Calm down, Cassie. We’ll get the recording to him tomorrow morning. He’s not going to be in the office at this time of night.”

“I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe that he has so little feeling for his own son. Everything he’s doing is for her. He told me he’s getting used to having him around. Not that he wants him around. How pathetic is that?”

I sat down on the ottoman in front of Ryan and started crying. He came over and wrapped his arm around me, rubbing his hand up and down my arm.

“Hey, this is a good thing. Why are you crying?”

“Because he’s such a jackass. He has such a good kid and he doesn’t even want to get to know him. I feel so bad for James that he has such a crappy sperm donor.”

“He’s the one missing out, not James. I know that it sucks, but James has known all his life that his dad didn’t want to be around. This is nothing new to him.”

“Yes it is because now his dad is in his life and treating him like crap. At least before he didn’t have to see him every week.”

“Well, with any luck, Garret will be able to use this in court. You did a good job, babe.”

“Ryan, I don’t know what I would have done without you all this time. You’ve been my rock through all of this.”

“Cassie girl, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. You’ve had me wrapped around your finger since I saw you bent over in your office that first time. You were the most gorgeous woman I’d ever met and I was tongue tied just being around you. If you hadn’t agreed to marry me, I’d still be following you around like a puppy dog.”

“I just want you to know that I love you and not just because of what you’ve done for me, but because of the man you are. You are an amazing father to James. He really loves you and I’ve always dreamed of him having a father figure to look up to. I just didn’t think it would ever happen. I never would have been able to fight Michael in court the way you’ve allowed me to. I still can’t believe you didn’t walk away when I tried my damnedest to push you away. You are an amazing man, Ryan.”

“Mrs. Jackson, the way you list my accomplishments, I think I deserve a reward.”

I grinned and batted my eyes at him. “Really, Mr. Jackson. And just what type of reward do you think you deserve?”

“I’m thinking somewhere along the lines of a certain body part being treated like a lollipop.”

I pushed him against the couch and crouched between his knees. My fingers worked at his belt and I could feel him hardening under my fingers. 

“How many licks does it take to get to get to the tootsie roll center of a tootsie pop?”

“Why don’t you find out?”
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Ryan




“Where did they say to meet them?” 

We had been walking around the fair for the last fifteen minutes and I couldn’t find the stand that they were talking about.

“Hold on. I just asked them. Okay, he said it’s behind the ferris wheel.”

“We need to go that way.” I pointed for us to take a different route and within a few minutes we saw them. Well, we saw Michael. I couldn’t see Alisha or James anywhere.

“Where’s James?” Cassie asked as we came up by Michael. He was playing some shooting game, completely oblivious that we had just walked up.

“Hold on.” He shot a few more times and then the bell rang signaling the end of the game. “James is right-”

He was looking around, which had me in a panic. Cassie and I started looking frantically through the crowd, but he was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s Alisha? Is he with her?”

“No. She decided not to come since we were just dropping him with you.”

I grabbed him by the collar and pulled him to me. “Where the hell is he? Why the fuck weren’t you watching him?”

“He’s ten years old. I didn’t think he would just wander off!”

“Cassie, you go that way. I’ll look this way. Call me if you find him!”

I ran off in the opposite direction of Cassie, which led to a parking lot. I didn’t think that he would have any reason to go to the parking lot, so I started to turn back, but at the last second I caught a glimpse of something bright yellow. I turned back and started sprinting through the parking lot. Up ahead was James in his Pittsburgh Steelers hat being dragged away by a huge fucking guy. They were headed toward a van and I could see James fighting, but he was no match for the guy.

“James!”

The guy turned and saw me running toward him, so he dragged him faster, but now that James had seen me, he was fighting even harder. I pushed myself harder, but there were so many cars that were making it difficult to sprint around. I couldn’t think of anything but getting to James before he disappeared into that van. 

James landed a well placed kick to the guys knee and he temporarily went down, but he kept a firm grip on James’s shirt. He pulled him the last few feet to the van and just as the sliding door opened, he shoved James inside.

“No! Get your fucking hands off my kid!” 

My heart was pumping out of my chest as panic set in. The door slid closed and the tires squealed as it peeled out of the parking lot. I continued to chase after it. I wouldn’t stop until the van was no longer in sight. By some small miracle, a car pulled out in front of the van and the two collided, giving me just enough time to catch up. I flung the driver’s side door open and pulled the guy from his seat and flung him to the ground. I didn’t think twice as I kicked him in the fucking head and knocked him out. 

I ran over to the sliding door and yanked it open, standing to the side in case the guy tried anything. He came out swinging and had some good moves, but I had anger on my side. I was in no way as good a fighter as my friends, but that didn’t stop me from beating the shit out of the guy that dared to fuck with my kid. 

“Hey, stop! Someone stop that man! He’s hurting that guy!” Someone was yelling in the distance, but the red haze that filled me kept me from hearing or seeing anything else. I couldn’t stop. This guy almost took something I loved and I wouldn’t let him get away with it.

When he was finally unconscious on the ground, I stepped back and looked in the van. James was sitting back against the panel of the van with wide eyes. I held out my hand and he came leaping toward me. I squeezed him to my body and held on for dear life. I had never imagined that I would ever be so terrified in all my life, but then I’d never had someone almost disappear right out from under me.

Now that he was in my arms, the shaking set in for both of us. Before I totally lost it, I called Cassandra.

“Cassie girl, I’ve got him.”

“Where was he?”

“Someone had him. They were dragging him through the parking lot, but I got him back. He’s fine. We’re on Canal street by a white van. I need you to call the police and get them over here.”

Someone else must have called already because I could hear the sirens in the distance. I leaned back against the van and sank to the ground. My legs were shaking so bad that I couldn’t hold myself up anymore. James hadn’t let go of me since he jumped into my arms and I was perfectly okay with that. I needed to hold him just as much as he needed me. 

“Sir. Sir.” I looked up to see a cop standing over me. He must have been talking to me for a minute or so, but I hadn’t heard him. I was still lost in the terror of what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten to James, if that car hadn’t caused the accident.

“Sir, can you tell me what happened?”

I told the officer the whole story, all the while holding on to James. He said that he needed to talk with James at some point, but James wasn’t up to it right now. I requested that they contact Sean and told them he was a friend. The officer called him right away and told him where we were. 

“James!” I looked up to see Cassandra running toward us with Michael close behind. “James! Are you okay?”

Finally lifting his head off my shoulder, James ran toward Cassie and gave her a big hug. She was asking him all sorts of questions and he told her all about how I had chased down the bad guys and beaten them up. By the time he was done, I had superhuman strength and could take on the world’s most evil villain. If only I were that lucky.

By the time Sean got there, James seemed to have recovered from the experience, but I was a mess. I was still sitting on the ground by the van and shaking like I was an addict that hadn’t had a hit in days. 

“You okay, man?” Sean sat beside me and took in my state of distress.

“Not even a little bit. That was too fucking lucky. If that car hadn’t pulled out in front of the van, he’d be long gone.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, but you don’t know that he’d be alright either. Come on, Sean. You know how many times it goes wrong. How many times don’t parents get lucky?”

“I know, but you did and you have to focus on that.” He looked at my hands that were cut and bruised. “You really beat the shit out of them. I didn’t know you could fight like that.”

“I can’t. It was all adrenaline and rage. All I could think about was how I had to fight them and get my son back.”

“We should probably take you to get your hands looked at.”

“Nah. I’ll clean them up at home and put some ice on them. I just want to get the fuck out of here.”

“I know. Let me give you guys a ride back to your truck.”

We stood up and I saw Michael standing near James and Cassandra. “Do me a favor and get that fucker away from us before I start in on him. He’s the reason James was taken. He wasn’t fucking watching him.”

Sean walked over and asked Michael to leave. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I was pretty sure he wasn’t asking politely. Michael nodded and walked away, not saying another word to Cassandra or James. Once Sean drove us back to my truck and we got home, James and I went upstairs to read for the night. Maybe we should have done something different, but I just wanted to do something normal and this was our thing. 

After James went to bed, I walked downstairs feeling completely shot. I had no idea what was running through Cassie’s mind because we hadn’t had a chance to talk. Now that James was asleep, I wondered if Cassie would be mad at me for taking over when we got home. I found her in her favorite reading chair staring at the fireplace. 

“Cassie? Are you okay?”

“Thanks to you I am.”

“I’m sorry I took over when we got home. I just-”

She held up a hand to stop me. “Don’t apologize. I know what you needed. He’s your son and after what you did today, there is no doubt in my mind how much you love him.”

Tears started falling as she spoke to me. “I guess it hadn’t really hit me until now because by the time I knew what had happened, it was over. But you? You had to live through the whole terrifying experience. I’m just so grateful that you were able to get to him in time.”

“Me too. All I kept thinking was that if the van got away, I would never see him again. Cassie, if that car hadn’t caused the accident, the van would have been gone. It was pure luck that was on our side today. I’m no superhero. I didn’t run at superhuman speeds to get to him or beat them with one punch. I was terrified and that’s the only thing that pushed me on.”

She snuggled up to me and slipped her arms around my waist. “Whether you think it or not, you’re my superhero. I don’t care if you beat them with one punch or twenty. You got my son back and that’s all I care about.”

I cupped my hand on the side of her face and kissed her, but I flinched when her hand brushed against my bruised knuckles. She took my hand in hers and gasped. I hadn’t really looked at them yet. My hands were swollen and I had some pretty bad cuts on my knuckles. I hadn’t felt it before, but I had been slowly coming down from the high of everything. 

“Let me clean up your hand.” She led me to the bathroom and washed my cuts and put ointment on them. Then she led me into the bedroom and helped me get undressed. It was so unusual to be the one being taken care of instead of me taking care of her, but I let her do it because I knew she needed it. After I sank into bed, I let my eyes drift closed only to open them minutes later when she put something cold on my hand. 

“Just leave it there. It’ll help the swelling go down.”

She snuggled into my side with her hand resting on my chest. I could still feel the slightly erratic beat of my heart, telling me I wasn’t yet over the events of the day. When Cassie finally drifted off to sleep, I allowed myself to finally let go of the tension and go to sleep.




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Cassandra

OUR EMERGENCY HEARING was set for the following Friday and every day leading up to it was spent asking our lawyer questions. Every day, I came up with another reason to call Garret and clarify something about our case. He was patient with me and answered all my questions, never once making me feel like a nuisance.

James was doing okay since the fair, but I noticed that he was jumpy and would look at people strangely. He wasn’t the carefree kid he had once been, but then I hadn’t expected him to feel normal after what happened to him. Ryan insisted on being the one to drop him off at school and even though I was feeling like a protective mama bear and wanted to be with him, I knew that this was something Ryan needed. 

Since Ryan came into our lives, I found myself slowly allowing him to take the reins where he felt he needed to. He was more protective of James than ever and instead of being upset that he was taking over, I reminded myself how lucky I was to have such a caring husband.

The first day James went back to school, Ryan walked him into the building, not wanting to let James out of his sight. Then he went and talked with the principal about the security at the school. He even went so far as to suggest that they hire security guards. Eventually, he backed down and went into work, but he told me that night that he had been tempted to walk around school with James all day. I laughed at him and told him he was going a bit far. I played it cool on the outside, but inside I was terrified. With Ryan acting like the helicopter parent, one of us had to be rational. 

When Ryan called me that day at the fair and told me that James had almost been taken, I almost passed out. The one thing Michael did right that day was keep me upright and sane until I could see James for myself. We were on the other side of the park looking for James, so we had to run through the crowds of people to get to the parking lot and then to the street where we saw the white van.

I could see from a distance that Ryan was gripping James as if he would disappear if he let go. When I finally had James in my arms, it took everything in me not to break down. I knew that if I started crying it would only make things worse. Michael stood next to me uncomfortable and unable to show even the slightest bit of remorse for not watching his son. I was so happy when Sean told him to walk away.

As the week went on, I found myself calming down and feeling like things would get back to normal for us. I even had hope that we would regain custody of James. Tomorrow was the big day and I was having a hard time relaxing, but Ryan was the real basket case. He was still hyped up over what had happened.

“How can you just sit there? I’m still scared as shit about what happened. You’ve been so calm all week.”

He was pacing around our room at ten-thirty at night. He had been unable to sleep well all week and was constantly going to check on James.

“Ryan, you’ll get used to it. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I’m still freaking out inside.”

“Then why don’t you show it?”

I held out my hand to Ryan and when he took it, I pulled him down to sit on the bed with me.

“You know, the first year of James’s life, I was scared of everything. I worried that he would suffocate in his sleep or choke on his food. When he fell for the first time, I took him to the emergency room. He had a bump on his knee. The whole ER staff looked at me like I was crazy.”

“So, how did you get past all that and turn out so normal?”

“It comes with time. You learn to put away the fear until you know there’s something to freak out about. When James was two, I took him to the mall with me and I was looking at a sweater. I turned my back for just a few seconds and he was gone. I went one way looking for him, but he had gone in a different direction. By the time I found him, he was at the other end of the mall.”

“How did you find him?”

“I calmly asked some security guards for help. People started pointing me in the direction of the toddler that had wandered off. I’m sure the guard was looking at me strangely because I wasn’t freaking out over losing a child, but I just knew that if I lost it, I wouldn’t be able to find him. It doesn’t do any good to panic, so you stay calm and use your head until there’s something to worry about. Like you did.”

“Like I did? I was a mess. I thought I was going to puke when I saw him being dragged away.”

“But you didn’t panic. You went after him and didn’t stop until you had him back. It’s okay to let the fear in. Sometimes that’s what motivates you, but you still held it together. You’re a good parent, Ryan.”

He put his head in his hands and sighed. “I just feel like I’m losing my mind. I can’t stop checking on him and making sure that someone didn’t crawl in through his window and take him.”

“That’ll pass. When I feel the urge to go check on him, I allow myself to do it once and then the next time, I make myself wait an additional half hour and I keep doing that until I’ve cut out a few of those urges. Eventually, it goes away. You won’t always feel like this.”

“James is so lucky to have such a calm, level headed mother.”

I smiled at the compliment. He had no idea how much I needed to hear that. “Thank you.”

“I love you, Cassie. I don’t ever want to know what it would be like to lose either of you.”

“You won’t. We’re not going anywhere.”

He kissed me and pushed me back onto the bed. Trailing his hands down my body, he pleasured me and loved me until I screamed his name. When he finally pushed inside me, stars exploded behind my eyes at the intensity of it all. He loved me long and hard that night and showed me with every thrust how much he needed me. He never took his eyes from mine and when he came he crushed his mouth to mine in a deep, soulful kiss. 

“I love you, Cassie girl.”

“I love you, too.”

I fell asleep with him partially on top of me, our bodies still tangled in sweat and stickiness. 
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“Your Honor, Mr. Scott has admitted to my client that the only interest he has in James is to keep his wife happy. If he has no intention of getting to know his son, it is unfair of the court to keep James away from the parents that truly want him everyday. The complete lack of regard that Mr. Scott showed for his son’s safety and then lack of remorse over the whole situation proves that he is not ready to be a responsible parent. In light of what occurred last Saturday, we ask that full custody be given to Mr. Jackson and Mrs. Jackson.”

“Mr. Scott, do you have anything to add?” The judge asked.

“Your Honor,” Michael’s lawyer stood and buttoned his suit jacket. “Any parent can easily have a child disappear on them. Thousands of parents will tell you that all you have to do is turn your back for a second. As for the recording, there is no way to verify that those voices are my client and Mrs. Jackson.”

“Are you telling me that isn’t your clients voice?” the judge pushed.

“I’m saying that we’d like to have an expert verify the voices to be sure-”

“This is not a criminal investigation. This is a hearing to see where James should be placed, to make sure he is in a home where he is properly cared for. Now, I gave your client a chance to prove himself, but I am sorry to say that I am disappointed. A child can most definitely disappear, but according to police reports, James was already at the back of the parking lot. That’s an awful lot of time for him to have been ignoring him. Furthermore, your client has shown no signs of actually wanting his son. I’m inclined to agree with that recording. I will allow Michael to have supervised visits once again with a social worker present, but until your client can prove that he really does want to be a part of his son’s life, I’m afraid that’s all the leeway I can allow.”

I didn’t want to believe it. Could it be that we finally had custody of our son? Was this truly over? It had only been something we’d dealt with for six months, but it felt like it had been years. A calm came over me when the judge dismissed the hearing. I closed my eyes and relished in the knowledge that my son would be at home with us every night.

“Congratulations to both of you. I can honestly say that I’ve never been so happy to win a case.”

Garret shook my hand and then Ryan’s and then packed up his briefcase.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Garret. If you ever need something, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I may take you up on that offer some day. I hope that I never have to see you in a court room again. Say hello to James for me.”

He walked away and still I sat there feeling completely at ease. I should have been up jumping around, but instead, I was taking it all in.

“Cassie girl, what do you say we go get our son and bring him home?”

“That sounds wonderful. Maybe we could stop for pizza.”

“I like the way you think, Mrs. Jackson.”
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Once the school year ended, James started spending time with Ryan at work. He didn’t always want to go to his grandparents’ house, so some weeks he would stay home with us and go into work with Ryan, but only if Ryan’s week was light. Ryan showed him all that he did at work and when Ryan had calls to return or meetings, James would read in his office. On weeks that Ryan had a hefty schedule, James would spend the week at my parents’ house. Dad would teach him more about woodworking or they would play card games. 

Ryan and I were enjoying our weeks together when James was gone. Since we were doing everything backwards, it was nice to have some alone time where we could be in a sort of honeymoon phase of our relationship. It surprised me when Ryan started talking to me about the wedding. He had left all the details up to me, but one night when James was gone, he brought up the subject of our honeymoon.

“I have an idea for us for our honeymoon.”

“Really? I thought you didn’t care about the wedding details?”

“Well, the man is supposed to handle the honeymoon and since I didn’t even try to give you one the first time around, I want to make sure you have one now.”

“Ryan, that’s really sweet, but I don’t need one. Besides, I’m not sure I could leave James for that long. It’s one thing when he’s with my parents and I can easily go get him. It’s another thing to be halfway around the world.”

“I know, which is why I booked us all a trip to Alnwick Castle for the day after the wedding.”

I sat there dumbfounded for a minute. “You did what?”

“I booked us a trip to Alnwick Castle. It’s in Northumberland and it’s where they filmed Harry Potter.”

“Let me get this straight. You booked a honeymoon for us at Harry Potter’s castle?”

“Well, we aren’t going to sleep there, believe me, I looked into it. But I thought James would love it. It’s the first series we read together.”

“You’re taking us to the UK to visit Harry Potter. On our honeymoon.”

He started to look nervous and only then did I realize that my dumbstruck attitude over how sweet this man was, was coming off as being pissed over his plans. I walked over to him and gripped his face in my hands, planting a scorching kiss on his lips.

“Do you realize how much I love you right now?”

“Uh..”

I didn’t give him a moment to respond. I dropped to my knees and yanked his pants down, almost pulling him to the floor in the process.

“Cassie,” he groaned as I took his burgeoning erection in my hand. I started stroking him and cupping his balls. Something took over me and I needed him in my mouth. I had always liked pleasing a man, but I never truly wanted to please a man until Ryan told me our honeymoon plans. I felt a strong desire to have him fill my mouth with his thick cock, so I leaned forward and swallowed his erection. He moaned and twitched sending him farther into my mouth. 

I moaned to send vibrations around his cock which caused him to start jerking in and out of me in frantic thrusts. With every stroke, I sucked him harder and harder until he was hissing and gripping my hair painfully. I swirled and licked until he was jerking inside my mouth. I tasted his salty cum in the back of my throat and sucked harder until I had every last drop of him. He slowly released my hair and pulled me up off my knees.

“If I promise to take you on a honeymoon every year, will you suck me off just like that once a month?”

“Ryan, you’ll get it more than once a month if you keep talking dirty to me.”

He looked at me funny. “When did I talk dirty?”

“Our versions of dirty talk may be slightly different. You including our son in your plans makes me want to suck you, ride you, and let you have your way with me more than I’ve ever wanted in all my life.”

His eyes turned molten as he tipped his imaginary cowboy hat at me.

“Giddyup, Cowgirl.”
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Ryan’s parents were due in any minute and I was so nervous about meeting them. I couldn’t imagine it would be more difficult than when Ryan met my parents and we sprang on them we were going to get married. Steven and Sandra were so excited when we invited them up that they decided to stay with us for three weeks. 

Part of me was thrilled that we would get that time with them, but the other part of me was nervous that we would get sick of each other. James wanted to go to the airport with Ryan, so I stayed home and worked on getting dinner ready. My parents would be coming over to meet them tomorrow night, so I was trying to keep tonight’s dinner low key.

I was pulling a casserole out of the oven when the door opened and Ryan yelled they were home. I was so nervous that I fumbled the dish and it fell to the floor, shattering in little pieces and spreading the food all over the floor.

“Shit,” I muttered as I got down with a rag and started wiping the food into one collective puddle. Two shoes appeared right in front of me, startling me. I looked up quickly and found my face buried in the front of a man’s crotch. I quickly pulled back, knowing it was not my husband’s and promptly fell into the goop that was all over the floor.

“Sorry about that, darlin’. I was just leaning over the counter to grab a towel to help. I swear I didn’t mean to, you know, put my crotch in your face.”

Steven, Ryan’s father, seemed so calm about the whole thing, but I was mortified. I knew my cheeks were flushed and I refused to look at him.

“I’m so sorry. This was not how I intended on meeting my in-laws.”

“Cassie girl, I thought we talked about you listening to music when you were cooking,” Ryan teased. He stepped around the worst of it and picked me up off the floor. He was about to set me on the counter when I protested.

“No! I have food all over my butt. Can you take me to the bathroom to clean up?”

After I shed my clothes and fixed myself up, I looked in the mirror and shook my head. Ryan met my parents and they immediately swooned over him. I met his parents and stuck my face in his dad’s crotch after I spilled dinner all over the floor. I was making a terrible first impression. Putting a smile on my face, I walked out to meet his parents properly.

Everyone was sitting in the living room talking. The adults all had beverages, so I couldn’t delay any longer and escape to the kitchen.

“Cassie, let me introduce you to my parents. This is my mom, Sandra and my dad, Steven.”

I shook their hands as I smiled. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Ryan has told me all about you.”

“Yes, well he’s told us all about you too and I have to say, he wasn’t exaggerating. You really are quite beautiful,” his mother gushed.

“Thank you.” I glanced at Ryan who was staring at me like I was a piece of cake that he wanted to eat. I flushed and dropped my head so his parents wouldn’t see how much I wanted him after hearing that.

“Ryan told us that it took him a year and a half of chasing you for you to finally give him a chance,” his dad said with a smile.

“Well, I didn’t mean to drag him along for so long. It’s just that circumstances, the way they were..”

Steven held up his hand. “No need to explain. We’re well aware of the situation, but Ryan also told us that you two are quite enamored with each other. I’m glad to hear that he found someone to be with. We were beginning to think we wouldn’t have any grandchildren. Yet, here we are and we already have one. James seems like a great kid.”

“Thank you. He was very excited to meet both of you. Where is he, by the way?”

“He went upstairs to get his paintball stuff to show off.”

“Mom!” James came running into the room. “Steven’s going to go paint balling with us while he’s here!”

“Really?” I looked at Steven, who just smiled warmly at James. 

“I can’t guarantee that I can keep up with you young guys, but I can try. I used to hunt thought, so I’m still a pretty good shot.”

James’s eyes grew wide. “Can you teach me?”

“Sure. We can go out back for some target practice, but Ryan told me that you already took out the other team the last time you played.”

“That’s only because I was hiding in a tree. They didn’t see me.”

“Well, you don’t catch a deer by walking up to it and shaking it’s hoof,” Steven laughed.

“So, your parents will be coming over tomorrow for dinner?” Sandra asked.

“Yes. They’re very excited to meet you. I think if it weren’t for James, they would have moved down south a long time ago. I think they’re ready to pick your brain about the best locations to live.”

“Well, we’ve travelled around the south quite a bit in the last five years. We’d be happy to make recommendations.”

The rest of the night was uneventful and we had a great time. The night with my parents also went well, though I could have done without my mom trying to compliment Sandra on having such a fine specimen for a son. Ryan’s parents stayed for three weeks and watched James while Ryan and I were at work. My parents came over several times to find out more about the south, though I didn’t really think they would ever move away from James.

Steven spent time with James, teaching him about hunting and Sandra spoiled him with baked goods. Ryan told me that his sister also had two kids, but they lived in California and his brother was a confirmed bachelor. It was easiest for them to come back here to visit since they already knew the area and they were excited that they now had a grandchild to come visit. James seemed to feel the same. When they left, we promised to go visit them in Florida next Christmas so we could get away from the cold. 
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“Holy shit!” Lillian screamed.

“I know. I’m freaking out a little.”

“Did you take the test yet?”

“No. I came over here because if it’s positive, I didn’t want Ryan to find out until after the wedding. I mean, it’s two weeks. I can wait two weeks to tell him.”

“Are you sure? I couldn’t wait that long.” Lillian was pacing back and forth in her living room as I sat on her couch holding a pregnancy test.

“I don’t want our wedding to be about anything other than us.”

“Well, in that case, you should wait until you get back from the honeymoon.”

“Why?”

“Do you really think he’s going to let you climb castle stairs in ‘your condition’? Men are weird like that. He’ll probably say that you can’t fly either.”

“I don’t think Ryan would be like that. Do you?” 

Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure. Ryan was very protective, especially of James and I had no doubt he would be the same for his own son. Lillian stopped pacing and stared at me.

“Really? Sean doesn’t let me carry a bag that weighs over five pounds because he’s afraid I’ll strain something. He also doesn’t like it when I’m in a bar because alcohol is around.”

“But you don’t drink alcohol.”

“I know.” She threw her hands up in exasperation. “I don’t know, maybe he thinks someone will pour a bottle of beer down my throat or something.”

“So, what do I do then?”

“I would wait as long as you can. As long as you’re not showing symptoms, I would wait.”

“But what if something happened? You know, I think it’s something like twenty percent of all pregnancies end in miscarriage in the first twelve weeks.”

“It’s closer to thirty. You have a point though. If something were to happen, he would be pissed that you didn’t tell him.”

“Great. Well, this sucks. I don’t know what to do now.”

She sat down next to me and nodded. “You should tell him on your wedding night. That way you can keep the surprise, but he knows for the honeymoon. Besides, what if you start having morning sickness? It’s not that easy to hide.”

“Yeah. I think that’s what I’ll do. Alright. Now I just have to take the test and confirm it.”

I got up and went to the bathroom. After peeing on a stick for the second time in my life, I opened the door and waited with Lillian for the three minutes. I didn’t need three minutes, though. It started to change immediately and just as I suspected, it was positive. 

Lillian started jumping up and down and squealing. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God! You’re gonna have a baby! Our kids are going to play together! This is so exciting!”

Everything was coming out as a scream, which wasn’t at all like Lillian. She was usually so calm and put together.

“Lil, who’s having a baby?” Sean’s voice boomed from the other room and Lillian slapped a hand over her mouth. “Is that Cassie’s car out front?”

“Shit. So much for sneaking out the window.”

“We can make something up. I’ll say I was talking about myself.”

“Lillian, you already said that our kids were going to play together. I don’t think he’ll buy that,” I whisper hissed.

Sean’s footsteps echoed down the hallways and his bulky frame appeared behind her before I could think of shutting the door. I saw his eyes move to the counter and then to my stomach. Lillian’s eyes were wide as she held a hand over her mouth. She slowly reached down like she could quickly move the test before he saw.

“Too late, Lillian. He already knows.”

“Son of monkey’s uncle. I’m so sorry, Cassie. Sean won’t say a word. Right, Sean?” She whirled around and pointed a finger at him.

“Why am I not saying anything? You’re keeping it right?” He narrowed his eyes at me and crossed his arms over his chest. It was so cute when these men thought they could be intimidating.

“Yes, I’m keeping it. I just wanted to surprise Ryan on our wedding night.”

“You might want to rethink that.”

“Why?” I asked. “It seemed like the perfect time to tell him.”

“In your mind, yes. You think it’s going to be all romantic and you’ll make love and everything will be special. In reality, he’s thinking about how much he wants to fuck you and then you tell him you’re knocked up. Suddenly, he’s thinking about finances-”

“He’s loaded.” Lillian cut in.

“And shitty diapers-”

“Right. I’d like to see a man willingly change a diaper,” Lillian snorted.

“And midnight feedings-”

“Last I checked, Ryan doesn’t have boobs or the ability to produce milk.”

“Circumcision.”

“Only if it’s a boy.”

“Still, nothing kills the mood like the threat of having your dick sliced.”

“The baby wouldn’t even remember it.”

“College tuition-”

“Which is twenty years away.”

“Look, while this whole little fight you two have going is really cute, I’ve got to get going. Promise me you won’t say a word.”

“I swear. So does he.” Lillian jerked her thumb toward Sean.

“Good. And I will rethink telling him on the wedding night. Maybe I’ll save it for the next morning.”

“That would be better,” Sean grinned. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. Okay. Well, now I just have to go home and pretend everything is normal for the next two weeks!”

“Piece of cake,” Lillian shouted as I walked to my car.




















CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ryan

CASSANDRA WAS UP before me and already in the shower. Always one to take advantage of a situation, I decided to join her. I watched from the doorway as she lathered soap down her breasts and her hand slid down her body. She threw her head back and I watched as her lips parted. Then she turned and winked at me. The little hussie knew I was there.

I stripped out of my pants and walked in behind her. My hands glided along her soft curves as the soap bubbled beneath my fingers. I felt her wet heat as I reached the apex of her thighs and slowly pushed one finger inside her. My other hand massaged her breast and pulled at her nipple. 

She groaned as I pushed my erection against the crack of her ass, sliding in and out between her cheeks. “You like that, Cassie baby? You like feeling my hard cock pushing against that tight hole? I’m gonna fuck you there tonight.” I kissed her shoulder and continued to massage her clit as I pushed my fingers in and out of her.

“Ryan, God, don’t stop.”

“Never. I’ll never stop. One look at you and I’m hard and ready to sink inside you.”

I pulled the shower head down and ran the spray over her nipples, watching them pebble further under the water pressure. I moved it down further until it was pulsing against her pussy.

“Ahh. Ryan, that feels so good.” Her moans drove me wild. I continued to slide my cock in between her cheeks, never filling her, but slipping through the wetness that was dripping from her pussy. I dropped the shower head and spun her around so her back was to the wall. I lifted one of her legs and buried myself deep inside her. Every thrust was a reminder of how badly I craved her and needed her. There would never be anyone else that could turn me on the way she did. 

She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled at my hair that was just a tad too long. She liked it because she pulled it when we fucked. I swallowed her cries with my mouth so James didn’t hear her. I fucked her hard and deep, finally coming as her pussy strangled my cock minutes later. 

I carried her out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her then set her on the bed. I gave her a sweet kiss and then went back to the bathroom to mop up the water that was now all over the floor. When I came out, she was sitting up in bed with a grin on her face.

“I don’t feel like going in to work today. I think you broke my vagina.”

I laughed and walked to her, stepping between her legs. “I’ll stay home with you, but only if you promise to let me do more dirty things to you.”

“I’d gladly stay home, but I have a meeting that I can’t put off. There’s no time to reschedule before we renew our vows.”

“Fine. Tease me and leave me.”

She pushed me slightly and bit her lip, something that drove me absolutely crazy.

“Put your clothes on before I tie you to the bed and force you to be my sex slave.”

I turned away to get dressed before I made good on my threat. James was down right on time for breakfast and soon we were out the door. James climbed in my truck and I grabbed Cassie before she could get in her car.

“I’m cashing in tonight on taking your ass.”

She shivered and I pulled her in for another kiss, needing to taste her again before I went to work. “Love you, Mrs. Jackson.”

“Love you too, Mr. Jackson.”

I dropped James off at school and then headed in to work. My morning was filled with meetings and I finally got a break around eleven to check my emails and return some phone calls. 

“Ryan.” 

I looked up to see Sean standing in the door. He looked nervous or..something.

“Hey, Sean. How’s it going?” I asked as I got up and walked around my desk. Logan stepped in the office behind him and he wouldn’t look at me. “What’s going on?”

“Ryan, there was an accident this morning.” 

My heart started pounding painfully in my chest. The way he was talking and the fact that Logan wouldn’t look at me wasn’t good. I looked down and noticed my hands were shaking.

“Cassie was headed out of town and someone blew a stop sign. The truck plowed right into the driver’s side.”

My throat was dry and I had to clear it several times to speak. “Which hospital?”

Sean shook his head. “I’m sorry, man.” His voice cracked and I saw a shimmer in his eyes. “She’s gone.”

My vision blurred with tears and my breaths came in deep pants. No. This couldn’t be happening. I just saw her this morning. I just made love to her. 

“No. No. You’re wrong. It was someone else. Did you try calling her?”

I frantically pulled out my phone and fumbled over the screen to pull up her name.

“It was her car. I saw her myself. It was quick.”

My head snapped up. “It was quick? What the fuck does that mean? It was quick, so it’s alright?”

“No, I just mean she didn’t suffer.”

“Logan,” my voiced cracked. He finally looked up at me and his face said it all. This wasn’t some dream or bad joke. Sean was really here telling me that my wife, the love of my life was gone. Just like that. 

“No. No.” I fell to my knees just as Sean stepped forward and caught me. My hands fisted the back of his shirt as I fought him. He held me tighter as I tried to break free from him. “No. Cassie!” I yelled her name over and over as my heart broke into little pieces. The pain in my chest intensified until it felt like my body was being smashed to little bits. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. I couldn’t live in a world where Cassie no longer existed. 

Sean sat there with me as I fell apart on my office floor. I felt Logan place his hand on my shoulder and give it a squeeze. I broke at that moment, squeezing Sean tighter to me and screaming at him that she couldn’t be gone.

I sat there for the longest time with tears streaming down my face as I gripped onto my friend’s shirt like a lifeline. I finally pulled back feeling completely lost and numb. My tie felt like a noose around my neck, so I yanked at it until I pulled it free. I fisted large clumps of hair in my hands, much like Cassie had just done to me this morning. What did I do now? We were supposed renew our vows this weekend. We were going to take James..Oh fuck. James. 

I closed my eyes as I thought about the kid that would be waiting for her after school like always. She always picked him up and today she wouldn’t be there. What the hell was I going to do? I had no idea how to handle this.

“How the fuck do I tell James his mother is gone?” I rubbed the tears from my eyes and stood up. I couldn’t afford to fall apart anymore. There was a boy that was going to need me and I was the only parent he had left.

“Why don’t I drive you over to the school? I can call ahead and ask them to pull him out of class and meet us in the office.”

I nodded, not knowing what else to do. I walked out of the office in a daze. People were staring at me with sympathy all over their faces and it made me want to break down all over again. 

“Logan, I..”

“Don’t worry about anything here. We’ve got it covered.”

I nodded and followed Sean out the door to go break my son’s heart. My son. Never had that name meant more to me than it did right in this moment. He was my son and the last piece of Cassandra I would ever have. 
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I stepped out of Sean’s truck, but I couldn’t go any further. My legs wouldn’t carry me into that building where James was waiting. He had no idea why he was pulled out of class. He was sitting there wondering what was going on and I should go tell him, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Sean stepped up next to me and waited for another five minutes with me. He had been looking at me like he wanted to say something since we left my office, but I didn’t have a clue what more he could say. Maybe he wanted to tell me it would all be alright. It would never be alright.

“Maybe we should wait. I should see her first. I need to be sure it’s her before I tell James something like that.”

“You don’t need to see her like that.”

I swallowed thickly. “Is it bad?”

“Yeah.”

The tears started again and I tried to blink them back, but it just wouldn’t work. They just kept coming no matter how hard I tried to stop them.

“But she didn’t suffer?”

“No. The coroner said it was quick. She probably didn’t even know what happened.”

My breath stuttered as I tried to pull myself together.

“What do I tell him. How do I..”

“I don’t know, Ryan. There’s nothing you can say that will make this okay for him. How would you want to be told?”

I sucked back the tears and wiped my face. I didn’t think I’d be able to hold back when I told him, but he didn’t need to see me already broken. He needed me to be strong for him.

Sean and I walked up the sidewalk to the building, each step pounding louder and louder in my head. I sucked in deep breaths, trying to keep as calm as I could. When we reached the entry doors, the principal was waiting for us, a sad expression on his face.

“Mr. Jackson. We’re all so sorry for your loss. Cassandra was a great woman.” I nodded, not really hearing him. I was focused on the boy that I could see sitting in the office. He was swinging his legs under the chair and looking at a poster on the wall. In a minute, his whole world would turn upside down. I just wanted to give him one more minute of innocence.

“We thought you might like a quiet place to take him and tell him what happened. We have a room by the parking lot that’s quiet and has it’s own exit. You can slip out that way so you don’t have to walk back through the school.”

I nodded and cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

“Do you want me to go with you?” Sean asked.

I should probably say no and do this on my own, but I couldn’t. I needed someone there in case I lost it.

“Please,” I whispered. I closed my eyes one last time to pull in my emotions. Then we stepped into the office and James jumped up from his chair. 

“Ryan! Are you here to pick me up early?”

“Yeah, bud. I am.”

“Cool. Are we going somewhere?”

“We’re gonna go home, but first we need to talk.”

“Okay.”

“You can follow me,” the principal said.

We followed him down the hall to the room that he had set aside. There were a couple of couches and armchairs and I was glad that we had someplace comfortable to talk.

“Sit down, bud.”

He sat down on the couch and I sat next to him. Sean took a seat across from us in an armchair.

“Remember how we talk about you being a man now?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, right now, I need to tell you something and I need you to be strong, okay?”

He looked to Sean and then back to me an nodded.

“This morning, your mom was on her way to a meeting and she got in an accident. It was pretty bad and..” I took a deep breath and blew it out. “She didn’t make it. She’s gone.”

Silence. I looked at him and there was nothing there. He didn’t give me any hint at what was going on in his head. Maybe I had gone about this wrong.

“When is she coming back?”

Fuck me. I looked at the ceiling, trying my damnedest to hold it together.

“She’s not, James. She died.”

“No. She was supposed to pick me up from school today. We were gonna pick up my tux for the wedding.”

“I know.” I swallowed thickly, but I couldn’t hold it back. Tears filled my eyes again as I looked at James and saw the confusion. Slowly, his face crumpled and he shoved his body against mine. I wrapped my arms around him as he cried into my shirt. Just an hour ago I was in this same position with Sean. I rubbed his back, hoping that I could ease his pain a little.

“Ryan, what’s gonna happen now? Are you gonna send me to live with my real dad?”

I shook my head fiercely. “Not a chance. You are my son and you always will be. You’re coming home with me and we’ll deal with this together.”

“Why? I didn’t tell her I loved her this morning.”

“That’s okay, bud. She knew. You were her whole world. She loved you so much and I swear to you that she’s still looking after you.”

We sat there for a few minutes, me holding him while he cried silently and trying to be strong.

“I don’t want to be here anymore. Can we go home?”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

James was quiet as Sean drove us home. My truck was at the house, along with a whole line of other cars and trucks. Each of my friends was waiting outside the house for me. I wasn’t sure if I was happy or sad about that. Part of me wanted to be alone, but I was worried that I would break down and scare James. I still needed to call his grandparents.

James and I got out of Sean’s truck and walked toward the line of people at my door. James latched onto my hand and I squeezed his in return. I needed him to hold me up just as much as he needed me. Each one of my friends gave me a hug and every one of them leaned down and whispered something to James. He nodded to each of them, but when he reached Drew, he listened and then flung himself in Drew’s arms. Drew clung to him and carried him inside, like he was a little kid. They disappeared and I thanked God that I had someone that could connect with him right now. I was so lost inside my head that I wasn’t sure what to say to him.

I stood in the doorway to my house, not sure if I really wanted to be here. I glanced to our bedroom where I had just made love to her this morning. I walked over and stood in the doorway, staring at our bed that was still rumpled from where I set her down in a towel. I closed my eyes and remembered every morning that I woke up with her wrapped in my arms. I rubbed my fingertips together, still able to feel her soft skin beneath them. Her perfume lingered in the air as if she was standing right next to me.

I leaned back against the doorframe, my head hung back as I took more deep breaths. That was how this day was moving for me, one deep breath at a time. I walked into the living room and saw the chair that she snuggled in as she read by the fire. Her book was still sitting on the end table with her page marked. She never finished it.

“I called her parents for you,” Logan said as he stepped closer to me.

“How did they take it?”

“Pretty bad. They said they’d be here as soon as possible. That was about an hour ago, so I’m guessing they’ll be here any minute.”

“I should make sure there’s something to eat.” 

When I stepped into the doorway of the kitchen, I stopped dead in my tracks. There was Cassandra dancing to her favorite songs while she made dinner. She sang into her spatula as she tossed her hair around. Her smile lit up the whole damn kitchen, but then she was gone. I’d never hear her singing off key to the high notes or taste the food that had burned because she was too busy singing to watch the pan.

“We’ve got this covered. You just tell us what you need,” Cole said.

“I can’t fucking breathe. How do I breathe without her?”

“Dad?”

I turned around to see James watching me with tears stains on his cheeks. That was the first time he’d ever called me dad.

“Yeah, son.”

“I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to just sit here.”

I didn’t either. Everything around me reminded me of her and I couldn’t just stare at the wall waiting for the time to pass. I walked over to him and took his hand. We walked outside and over to the tree stump where I chopped wood. I showed him how to use the axe and watched as he took a few swings. When I was satisfied, I started splitting the bigger logs, cutting them down to size for him. The guys joined me and started in on other things. Cole and Logan helped me chop up the larger pieces. Drew hung around James, making sure he didn’t cut off his foot. Jack and Sean carried wood into the house and piled it on the wood rack. Sebastian and Luke went to start cutting down more trees.

I wasn’t sure how long we worked out there. It was getting dark when I finally felt myself wearing down. Drew and James were sitting on the porch talking with his grandparents. I wasn’t sure when they had shown up. Sebastian and Luke were hauling back pieces of the tree they had cut down. Sean and Jack were picking up tree branches that were scattered across the yard. I looked over at Cole and Logan and nodded. There was nothing more to say. 

We all headed back inside where I grabbed beer for everyone. I didn’t remember there being this much in the fridge, so someone had come prepared. I handed them out and when James stuck out his hand, I put one in his, laughing at the memory of the night I told him to grab a beer.

“Ryan, I don’t think that he should-”

“He became a man today,” I said as I stared Cassandra’s mother down, daring her to challenge me. She quietly agreed and we all raised our beers.

“To the most beautiful woman I ever knew, the best mother, and the most loving wife a man could ask for.” I closed my eyes and pictured her smiling at me and whispering how much she loved me. When I opened my eyes, I looked at James. 

“To my mother. She was my best friend and-” he cut off when his voice shook and dropped his head. I placed a hand on his shoulder and he looked back up at me. “I miss her so much already.”

“Me too, bud.”

“To Cassandra,” her dad said as he lifted his bottle. We all drank to my beautiful wife who was no longer with us. I bent down and gave James a big hug, needing to feel some piece of Cassandra. James finally drank a sip of his beer and cringed as it went down, but took another drink. It was another hour before everyone left. Cassie’s parents took one of the bedrooms downstairs and turned in for the night.

James and I walked upstairs. I had no desire to sleep in my bed without Cassandra. James got ready for bed and I sat on the couch outside his room. About a half hour later, James came back out.

“Could you come lay down with me?”

“You bet.”

I climbed on the double bed and stared up at the ceiling. I didn’t feel any more tears coming. I had cried more than I ever thought possible today. Now I was just numb. There was so much to think about, but I just couldn’t do any of it tonight. 

“Dad, is it always going to feel like this?”

“I hope not. I can’t make any guarantees, though.”

“What’s gonna happen tomorrow?”

I blew out a breath. “We have to plan the funeral. Other than that? I have no clue. I guess just keep breathing.”

“Can I help you plan it?”

“I need you to help me plan it. Can I let you in on a little secret?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m just barely holding it together. I know I told you to be strong, but it’s okay not to be.”

I heard him sniffle and his breathing grew heavy. I reached for his hand and he eagerly gripped it as if he were afraid I would let go. We laid there in the dark of his room just breathing and occasionally crying. Hours later, I heard his breathing even out and only then did I allow myself to drift off to memories of Cassie.























CHAPTER TWENTY

Ryan

DESPITE WHAT SEAN thought about me seeing Cassandra’s body, I just couldn’t move forward with planning her funeral until I saw her with my own eyes. I talked with Cal and Jane about staying with James, explaining that this was something I needed to do, but I didn’t want James to see his mom this way. They agreed to stay with him, neither wanting to see their daughter on a cold slab.

Sean met me at the morgue since she hadn’t been moved yet. We walked in together and Sean had us taken down to see her. I was in a daze the whole time. Everything around me was a blur, but my heart was hammering at the same time. I just kept putting one foot in front of the other, breathing in and out, anything to keep myself from breaking down.

When we reached the doors I paused, unsure if I could actually do this. Could I really see her body broken and feel her skin so cold?

“Ryan.” I could hear Sean talking to me, but it wasn’t registering. I just stood there staring at the doors and praying that God would wake me up from my new reality.

“Ryan, are you sure you want to do this?”

I looked at Sean and blinked slowly, trying to clear my vision. My throat was so dry that I couldn’t answer, so I just nodded. I needed to do this or I would always question if she had actually died. As sick as it sounded, I needed to see her cold body and feel that there was no heartbeat to keep her alive.

I took a deep breath and pushed the doors to the morgue open. There was a man waiting in the room, standing next to a door that was open with a body on it covered with a large sheet. I swallowed thickly as I stepped closer and closer to her body. My heart pounded harder in my chest with every step. I could feel my chest tightening, as if I was being crushed.

I licked my lips to try to bring back some moisture to my dry mouth. My breaths were coming in short spurts now as I looked up at the man holding the top of the sheet. I nodded and saw him look down. I couldn’t look yet, but I saw him pull back the fabric. I just stared at him, my eyes begging him to show me someone other than who was laying there.

When I finally looked down, all the air left my body in a whoosh. There on the table was my wife, but she didn’t look like herself anymore. Her face was heavily bruised and she had gashes on her head that had been cleaned. Her beautiful hair was matted from the blood that gushed when she was killed. 

I pulled back the sheet, needing to see all of her, to know how badly she had suffered. There were bruises covering her body and her chest looked almost concave. I slid my hand down her cold arm until I touched her fingertips. Lacing my fingers with hers, I squeezed her hand, desperately hoping that I would feel her squeeze back. When she didn’t, I brushed my other hand along her neck and felt for a pulse. Still, nothing came, so I put my hand over her heart and prayed that this time I would have a different outcome.

When there was no thumping of her chest, it finally became real to me. My wife was lying here, but she was no longer with me. I would never hold her in my arms again or feel her run her fingers through my hair. I would never see her beautiful smile or wake up with her pressed against me. I squeezed her hand harder as I laid my head down on her chest. Tears pooled on her her roughened skin, her skin that used to be baby soft.

When I finally lifted my head up, I looked at her face one last time, trying to imagine her smiling at me and telling me everything would be alright, but all I saw was the cold, unmoving face that used to belong to Cassandra. She was no longer here and I had to hope she was in a better place now.

“Did she suffer?” I asked the coroner.

“No.”

I looked up at him with tears still running down my face. “Please, don’t tell me what you think will be easiest. I need to know.”

He hesitated, but then looked back down at Cassie. “She was hit on the driver’s side, so the impact would have most likely knocked her out instantly. Without an autopsy, we don’t know the extent of the damage, but I would assume she had significant internal injuries. If you would like to know exactly what killed her, we can perform an autopsy.”

“What’s your best guess?”

“If I had to guess, I would say that her head injury probably would have left her brain dead and any internal injuries would have killed her.”

I nodded and sniffled, trying to get my emotions under control. “No autopsy.” I whispered. She’d been through enough. She didn’t need to be cut up just to put me at ease.

I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her cold ones as tears leaked down onto her face. My hand came up to cup her jaw and I brushed my thumb along her lip one last time. 

“Goodbye, Cassie girl. I’ll love you forever.”

I stood up and took one last look at her before walking away. If possible, it was even harder to walk away than it was to go see her. Every step tore my heart out as I walked away from the person I had grown to love so much over the past year. 

When I stepped outside the morgue, I took my first real breath and broke. The cry that tore from my chest was unnatural to my own ears. I turned to the wall and punched it repeatedly until arms wrapped around me and held me tight.

I could feel Sean holding me tightly from behind and I wasn’t sure if he was trying to comfort me or trying to keep me from tearing a hole in the wall. He let me go as I slid to the floor and leaned back against the wall. I took deep breaths until finally I stopped crying and breathing became somewhat normal. 

I stared at the opposite wall for a long while as the last of my tears slowly fell from my eyes and rolled down my face. I didn’t feel anything as I stared at the wall across from me. It was as if the world didn’t exist where I was.

I wondered what it was like for her in the accident. Did she see the truck coming? Did she feel the impact, or did it happen so fast that she didn’t have time to process what was happening? Was she ever in pain? Was she awake for any of it? That was the one that I wondered about the most. I hoped and prayed that she was knocked unconscious immediately. That she didn’t sit there for minutes alone as the life leached from her body. I prayed that she didn’t have any last thoughts of who she was leaving behind. I wanted her to be blissfully unaware of what had happened.

I wondered if it would have been better if I could have said goodbye to her if she was on life support. Maybe if she had been hooked up to machines, I could have at least said goodbye to what was left of her. Maybe her soul would have still been with her or she could have still heard me on some level. I could have touched her one last time while she still had some resemblance of the woman I loved.

Then I thought of what that would have done to James. It would have torn him apart to see her like that and would probably have given him nightmares. This was probably for the best. If he had to live in a world where his mother no longer existed, at least he could remember her as she was and not what I just witnessed.

I don’t know how long I sat in that hallway. After a while, I was just staring at a white wall. I wasn’t aware of anything going on around me. I didn’t hear anyone or see anyone. It was all just blank. Exactly how I felt.

“Ryan.” I felt a few slaps against my cheek, bringing me out of my catatonic state. My eyes drifted to my left where Drew was sitting with a worried expression. “Ryan, let’s go home. James needs you.”

“Is he okay?” That snapped me out of my haze. I got to my feet, having to stretch and move slowly. My legs were stiff and I briefly wondered how long I’d been sitting there.

“James is fine, but you can’t just check out. He needs you.”

“How long have I been sitting here?”

“Four hours.” I turned to see Sean standing next to me also looking very worried. “I tried to talk to you, but you were just out of it. You didn’t hear me or see me.”

“Sorry, I-”

“Don’t worry about it. I just didn’t think you should sit there too much longer.”

“Come on. Let’s get back to your place before James starts wondering where you are.”

I nodded and followed them out of the hospital. As we were walking out, I noticed that Sean was carrying a small box.

“What’s that?”

He looked down at the box and then back at me. “It’s her personal effects. The coroner gave it to me when we were sitting outside.”

It was like a MAC truck had just hit me all over again. I reached out slowly and took the box from him. I peeked inside and saw there wasn’t much there. I’d go through it later. Right now, I just needed to make it home without breaking again.

When I walked in the front door, the first thing I noticed was how quiet it was. Thoughts of Cassandra’s laugh rang through my mind, but I quickly pushed them away, not wanting to think about how depressing it would be around here now. I went into the bedroom and set down the box on our bed, not wanting to go through it with others around.

James and Cal were in the living room and Jane was in the kitchen. I headed for her, hoping that she could distract me. She was rolling out dough on the counter, so I took a seat at the island to watch.

“How did it go at the morgue?” She didn’t look at me. She just kept rolling out the dough.

“Rough. I’m glad James wasn’t there. It would have been too hard on him.”

“And it wasn’t for you?”

“I didn’t say that, but I needed to see her with my own eyes. Otherwise, I would have driven myself crazy wondering if it was actually her.”

She finally looked at me with a hand on her hip. “You know they would have verified her identity first.”

“I know, but..in my mind, I would have always wondered if they had gotten it wrong. Like, maybe she was somewhere else trying to get back to us and I hadn’t even made sure she was dead.”

“You know that sounds crazy, don’t you?”

I laughed a little. “Maybe, but I just had to do it. I’ve seen her with my own eyes and now my mind can’t tell me this isn’t real.”

She went back to rolling out dough and I watched her for a few more minutes. 

“What are you making?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I made the dough and I just keep rolling it out and then I make a ball and start all over. Every time I go to make something, I think about making cookies with Cassie when she was a little girl, and I just can’t bring myself to actually make them.”

A few tears slipped from her eyes, but she quickly wiped them away and made the dough into a ball again.

“Maybe you should make them with James. You can tell him all about Cassie when she was little.”

“Maybe someday, but not today. Today, I just want to keep doing this.”

I was jealous of her. She had something to do. I had no clue what to do now.

“What do I do?” She stopped and raised an eyebrow at me. “We’re in this limbo. The funeral hasn’t happened yet and I don’t think James and I are ready to just get back to life, but we’re just sitting here. What do we do?”

“I wish I could tell you. Do something that the two of you like to do together. Something that will take your mind off all this shit.”

I walked over to her and gave her a hug, then went to the living room to see James. He was sitting there staring out the window, looking lost and bored.

“Hey, bud. Do you want to do something?”

“Like what?”

“We could start a new book series.”

He shrugged.

“Or we could watch some movies. We could make some popcorn and drink soda all afternoon. Just have a movie marathon.”

“Yeah. Let’s do that.”

Of course, the movies he chose were the Harry Potter movies. We spent all day watching them and well into the night until both of us were exhausted. Cal and Jane had gone downstairs sometime after dinner and left James and I to ourselves. When it came time for bed, I looked in the bedroom at the box, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at it yet. Instead, I walked upstairs and followed James into his bedroom where we both passed out on his bed.




✯✯✯✯✯




My parents flew in from Florida the day before the funeral and they looked about as bad as I did. Dad couldn’t figure out how to help me and Mom just kept crying, which didn’t help at all. They had both loved Cassandra when they met her and were shocked when I finally called them. I actually hadn’t thought of calling them because I was so caught up in my own thoughts.  

I’d slept in James’s room the past few nights. It wasn’t like that first night, but it was comforting for both of us to be in the same room. Cassie’s mom took over arranging the funeral and the gathering after at the house. James and I told her what we wanted and she took care of everything. 

James and I stayed home and worked on different projects with his grandpa. There was plenty to get lost in and it was the only way I could get through the day. James had become quiet also, and I wasn’t sure if he was taking a cue from me or if he just didn’t want to talk. James had decided that he didn’t want to speak at the funeral and I couldn’t blame him. There would be a lot of people there. 

I walked into my bedroom after mostly avoiding it and went to the closet to pick out a suit to wear. Her clothes were hanging across from mine. It was as if she would be home to wear them at any moment. I ran my hands over the blouses and dresses, thinking of each outfit she’d ever worn that I could remember. When I came across the blouse she’d worn the first time I’d met her, I pulled it from the hanger and fingered the button that had come undone. It was so long ago, but I could still see her standing in her office looking absolutely stunning with no idea her blouse was gaping and showing me her breasts. 

I slid down the wall and held the blouse to me, trying to remember what she smelled like that first time. Damn, she was beautiful.

“Ryan?” 

I quickly wiped the tears from my face as Cassie’s mom entered the closet. She sat down next to me and grabbed my hand. My breathing faltered as I did my best to pull myself together.

“You know, not long after you married Cassie, she told me she loved you and she wished she hadn’t waited so long to be with you. She thought she had missed out on time with you. I told her that she couldn’t look at it that way. You were meant to get together when you did. That was your time. I know it doesn’t seem like it now and it doesn’t make sense, but it was her time. God took her because it was her time.”

“How was it her time?” I asked through my tears. “She has a son and husband that love her.”

“I know, Ryan. It doesn’t make sense and I’m not trying to preach to you, but I truly believe that God had some other purpose for her, and we may never know what that is. Just remember that Cassie wouldn’t want you to be sad forever. She would want you and James to move on and live full lives. It won’t happen overnight, but Cal and I will be here for you whenever you need us. If you need a break and need us to take James, we will. If you need us to come just so you can feel close to her again, we will. You won’t go through this alone.”

She stood and held her hand out to me. “Now, unless you plan on wearing that blouse, I suggest we find you a suit to wear.”

I took her hand and stood, rehanging the blouse. “That was what she was wearing the first time I met her. I’ll never forget that day. I knew she was going to change my life.”

“And you changed hers. Just remember all that you two had. You brought her so much happiness, even if it was only for a little while.” She pulled a suit off the rack and handed it to me. “Why don’t you get dressed. We have to leave soon. I’ll check on James.”




✯✯✯✯✯




We pulled up to the cemetery behind the hearse and stepped out of the limo into the sunlight. It was a perfect day aside from the fact that Cassandra was gone. She would have loved the weather. I looked over to the back of the hearse where all my friends were standing. Every single one of them wanted to help carry the casket.

This suddenly all felt too real. We were going to bury her, put her in the ground. It felt so wrong. She would be alone with no one around her. How could I do that to her? I reached out and grabbed James’s hand, squeezing for dear life. He looked just like me, tears streaming down his face and sadness in his eyes.

I squatted down next to him and looked him in the eyes. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand today.”

He nodded and we walked over to the casket. The guys pulled it from the hearse and hoisted it up on their shoulders. I took my place, not really doing much of the lifting, but needing to touch her resting place. James clung firmly to my hand the whole walk and then took his place beside me at her grave. 

We listened as the minister talked about her and the way she lived her life. I got lost in my thoughts of her and only knew it was my turn to speak when her mother gripped my other hand. I stepped forward and James followed, not ever letting go of my hand.

I cleared my throat and looked out at the crowd of faces. My friends and their wives were all up front. The men stood stoically and the women were all wiping their eyes. Cassie’s parents stood next to my own, just staring at the huge hole in the ground. Now that I was up here, I had no fucking clue what I was supposed to say. I had prepared something to say, but it escaped me in that moment. All I could think about was that I shouldn’t be there. I shouldn’t be holding the hand of an eleven year old and burying his mother. We should be on our family vacation right now. We should be starting our lives for the first time as a real family.

The little hand squeezing mine reminded me that I had to breathe and move forward. I looked down at James and squeezed his hand back.

“Cassandra was the most wonderful person I ever knew. While she was only in my life for a short time, she made my life whole and gave it meaning. She gave me the best gift when she married me, a wife and a son.” I looked down at James, but he was staring at the ground. “She was taken from us too early, but someone wise told me that she was taken because God had other plans for her. I have to believe that my Cassie isn’t with us because God needed her for something really special.” 

The tears started up again, just like they did every time I thought about the fact that she was gone. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath and that’s when I smelled it. Her perfume was in the air. I opened my eyes thinking I would see her, but she wasn’t there. James must have smelled it too because he squeezed my hand and was looking at me curiously. 

“I know she’s with us and watching over us. She may not be here anymore, but we’ll always have her in our hearts. We’ll see you again someday, Cassie girl.”

James and I walked back to stand by his grandparents and I stood there wondering if I had said the right thing or enough. Had I said everything I needed to? The truth was, I didn’t get to say any of it to her and she was the only one that I cared to hear it. I should have told her every fucking day how special she was and while I think she knew, I would always wonder if she really knew how much she meant to me.

The service ended with people laying flowers on her grave and all I could think about was that I didn’t understand why people did that. The flowers would be covered with dirt in a matter of minutes, and she didn’t care because she wasn’t really there. Then they started lowering her casket into the ground and I lost it. 

“No. Stop!” I ran over to the men working the controls and tore it from his hand. “No. I don’t want this. She doesn’t belong down there,” I yelled as tears streamed down my face.

“Ryan, stop. You have to let her go,” Cal pleaded.

“Is that what you want for her? You want her alone in the fucking ground?”

The tears glistening in his eyes didn’t stop me. I couldn’t help myself. I could see myself acting irrational, but I just couldn’t help myself. I saw Jane ushering James away and somehow that made it all worse.

“Ryan, she’s gone. You know that’s not her down there.”

“That’s my fucking wife,” I yelled. “And you’re asking me to leave her in the ground surrounded by a bunch of other forgotten people. I won’t let that happen. She deserves to be in the sunshine. She should be warm. It’s too fucking cold in the ground.”

I looked back at the casket that was now lowered all the way into the grave and fell to my knees. This couldn’t be it. I couldn’t say goodbye to her for the last time. Once that dirt was over her, it was truly over.

“Ryan, I get it.” Drew sat next to me on the ground as though it was the most natural thing to sit by someone’s grave. “I get that you feel like she’s gone when she’s in the grave, but you have to remember that that’s not her anymore. Her body was just a carrier for her spirit and that lives in you and in James. Coming here to see her isn’t going to make you feel closer to her. She’s in here.” He pressed his fist over my chest and thumped it. “She’s in James, and that little man needs you right now. You can’t keep breaking down because he needs someone to be strong for him.” 

“How did you do it? How did you move on?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t. Not for a long time. I was just an empty shell walking around and pretending to live life. I spent every night waiting to feel Iris with me again. In some ways, it was the best gift ever, but I wasn’t living. I was waiting on a ghost. So when you feel like breaking down, you look for things that can make you happy, and you’re pretty lucky because you have the best reminder of Cassie right over there.”

I looked over at James who was standing by the car looking completely lost. Drew was right. I was going out of my mind and James needed me. I needed to be the father I had promised Cassie I always would be. I stood up and looked at the grave one last time. There would be no more tears, or at least, no more major breakdowns. I would do everything to make sure that Cassie’s son knew every day how much he was loved and we would talk about her to keep her alive in our hearts. I turned and walked away knowing that Drew was right. I wouldn’t find comfort in visiting her here. I didn’t have to look any further than in my heart because that’s where she would always be.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Ryan

BY THE TIME the party was over, I was mentally and emotionally exhausted. My house had been filled with so many people wanting to tell me stories about Cassandra and how much they meant to her. I had a feeling that this had been harder on Cole than he let on. He had been working with Cassandra over at VAS and they had become close while they worked with other veterans. Now that she was gone, I wondered who would take over the project.

The women all did an excellent job of making sure that there was enough food and drinks for the guests. Cassie’s parents and I weren’t up to doing it, so I was relieved when Harper said they would handle it. They also took care of the clean up, which I would have left until morning. I didn’t feel the need to have everything clean right now. I just wanted to go lie down and forget about it all.

Cal and Jane went downstairs before the last guests left. They were exhausted from the day and probably from needing to put on a strong front for me. I didn’t break down the rest of the day, though, which I thought was progress. James and I would be going back to our normal lives the day after tomorrow and Cal and Jane would be leaving in the morning. They offered to stay and help, but I could tell that this was wearing on them. They promised to help out whenever I needed and I was grateful, but James and I needed time to adjust.

“Are you ready for bed, bud? I’m exhausted.”

James was slumped on the couch, looking like he could fall asleep any minute. “Yeah.”

“Alright. Let’s hit the hay.”

“Dad?”

It was still amazing to hear him call me Dad even though he had ever since Cassie died.

“Yeah?”

“I think I’m good to sleep on my own tonight.”

“What if I’m not?” I said with a smile.

He laughed and started walking upstairs. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, bud.”

I stood in the living room not sure what to do. I looked around and decided that now was as good a time as any to go back in my bedroom. I walked in hesitantly and saw the box still sitting on my bed. Walking over to it, I took a deep breath and pulled out the few items it contained. Cassie’s wedding ring was inside along with her engagement ring that I had put on her finger not that long ago. She also had the necklace that I had given her that she wore almost every day. Then there were the diamond studs her mother had given her at Christmas. That was all that had been given back to me. Everything else had been destroyed in the accident.

I took the engagement ring, necklace, and studs and put them back in her jewelry box. Some day, James would get them and he could either give them to his wife or pass them on to his kids. I placed her wedding ring on my pinky finger. It was the simple gold band that we’d gotten in Vegas, but I couldn’t bear to put it in her jewelry box. 

I thought back to how scared I was when I married her. I don’t know what ever possessed me to marry her at the time, but I couldn’t imagine what my life would have been like this past year without her. She had taken my life and turned it upside down. 

I showered the day off me and then climbed into bed. The sheets felt cold without her, but I could still smell her scent lingering. I pulled her pillow against me, so it was like I was holding her. I drifted off to memories of her wrapped in my arms, knowing that the memories were as close to her as I would ever get again.







✯✯✯✯✯




I went into work on Monday and avoided everyone’s stares. I didn’t want to hear about how sorry everyone was or their condolences. I needed to get back to work or I would go crazy. It was tough dropping James off this morning, but he insisted that he was ready to go back to school. I had to stop myself before I said that Cassandra would pick him up after school. That’s what I usually told him at drop off unless she had to work late. Now it was up to me. 

I started answering emails and I returned a few phone calls. Each person that I talked to told me how sorry they were for my loss and each time I politely thanked them and got back to business. 

“Are you sure you should be here?” Logan asked as he entered my office around midday.

“Where else would I be?”

“I don’t know, man. At home with James?”

“The only thing to do at home is sit and think about Cassandra. We both needed to get back into a routine.”

“How’s James handling everything?”

“Better than me.” I sighed scrubbed a hand over my face. I hadn’t shaved since the funeral and it was starting to itch. “He seems to just know how to deal with everything. I don’t get it. I just..” The tears threatened again and I cursed myself for being so weak. “I just can’t seem to get over it.”

“I don’t think you can just get over it. You loved her and you now have to raise James on your own. He’s a reminder of her.”

“I wouldn’t trade him for anything,” I snapped.

“I know that. I’m just saying that it’s not like you can just move on because he’s a piece of her.”

“How did this happen? How is this my life? I know this makes me sound like an asshole, but how is this fair? Every one of you got the woman you loved and you’re happy. You have kids together. I never got that with her. We never had a chance to really start living our lives together. I got one year with Cassie. One fucking year and she was ripped away from me.”

I stood and started pacing around the office. I was angry now. I wanted so bad to punch something, to do something to make me feel like I was taking some revenge for what had been taken from me. Logan stalked toward me and got in my face.

“You’re right. I have it all and I’m not going to feel bad for that. I’m sorry you got a shit deal, but that’s life.”

“That’s life? What the fuck does that even mean? Oops, sorry you lost your wife and your chance at happiness, but fuck you?”

He shrugged and I lost it. I punched him in the mouth and when he turned back to look at me, he smiled. All I could see in that moment was rage. I reared back and punched him over and over again until he was on the floor beneath me and I was beating the shit out of him.

“What the fuck?”

Someone pulled me off him and only then did the anger recede. Logan sat up and wiped the blood from his mouth. He had cuts all over his face where I had hit him and his face would be severely bruised.

“Feel better?” It was then that I realized that he hadn’t fought back or tried to stop me. He had been egging me on so that I could release my anger. I sat back against my desk and hung my head in my hands. This pain had to stop. I couldn’t take feeling like this day in and day out. I couldn’t be so upset that I beat up my friends.

“I’m sorry, Logan.”

“Don’t apologize. You punch like a girl.”

I burst out laughing for the first time in almost a week. Leave it to Logan to bring me out of my funk.
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Over the next few weeks, James and I fell into a new routine that no longer included Cassie. Since I was used to driving him to school, that part of our routine didn’t change. I had to be sure to be off work in time to get him from school. I didn’t want him in after school programs yet. With his mother just dying, I wanted him to know that he was my number one priority. 

We started on a new book series, Percy Jackson, which I didn’t like as much as Harry Potter, but that could have been because it was the first one I had read with him. I cooked dinner every night now and tried to make his favorite meals, but I was finding it hard to be a single parent. There were times that I wanted to just be alone and grieve for my wife, but then I thought about the fact that Cassie did this by herself for ten years and she had a newborn at a young age. That always steeled my resolve and overall, I really didn’t have a whole lot to complain about. James was a good kid and didn’t really cause any problems. He seemed a little more withdrawn, but I took that to be normal and didn’t bug him about it.

At night, I had trouble sleeping and usually didn’t fall asleep until well after midnight. Many nights I dreamed of Cassie. It was usually just hearing her voice or remembering something we did together. Some nights I woke up crying when I dreamed about her being gone. On those nights, I didn’t try to go back to sleep because the pain was too raw. I usually watched some television or just stared out the window until the sun rose.

Just when the one month anniversary of her death was approaching, I received a notice of a court hearing over the custody of James. As I read it, I couldn’t quite understand what was going on. Cassandra and I had received custody of James. Micheal had visitation rights, but nothing else. In fact, once he lost in court, he had only tried to visit with James a handful of times and hadn’t been in contact since Cassandra’s death. 

I went to visit my lawyer and had to have him explain to me what was going on. Apparently, now that Cassie was gone, Michael was trying to sue for full custody of James. He felt that being his biological father gave him rights to his son.

The hearing was set for three weeks from now. Three weeks that I had to stew and wait for the day Michael would try to take my son from me. I tried to keep up a brave front, but James could tell that this whole thing was upsetting me. He requested that my lawyer ask that he be allowed to speak with the judge. He wanted to tell the judge where he wanted to live.

As much as James and I were getting along, a part of me worried that James was unhappy and was asking to see the judge so he could tell him that he no longer wanted to live with me. It was an irrational fear since he continued to call me Dad. He gave me hugs and I could just tell when he needed me. Still, I couldn’t help the fears that constantly ran through me.

Garret assured me that we would call his grandparents to the stand again, along with the social worker and that most likely the court would rule in my favor since I was the only parent he really knew. He did warn me, however, that there was the possibility of Michael gaining joint custody. As the days crept closer, the anxiety built so high that I thought I would lose my mind at times. I just couldn’t handle the thought of losing my one last piece of Cassandra. James had become as much my son as if he was biologically mine and I wouldn’t lose him. I would run away with him if I had to. 

When we walked into the courthouse on the date of our appearance, James was stoic and determined. I was a mess and Garret had to tell me to snap out of it. James was meeting with the judge first in his chambers. When that was done, he would hear final arguments from us, while James waited outside with his grandmother. 

Sitting on that bench outside the courtroom, I couldn’t help but feel that I was letting Cassie down. If she was still here, this would have never happened. Whatever happened, I would make this work. I wouldn’t disappear from his life. I fidgeted with my suit and tie, ran my fingers repeatedly through my hair, and bit every nail until it was painful. Finally, after a good half hour, James came walking down the hall with a courthouse worker. He ran into my arms and gave me a big hug, which was something I desperately needed right before going into court.

Jane sat down on the bench with James while I walked into the courtroom for one last fight for my son. After the judge entered, he asked if anyone would like to say anything before he made his final decision. Cal was the first to speak and talked about how Cassie would have wanted James with me. She never felt that Michael really wanted James and he didn’t seem to connect with him.

I wasn’t sure if his argument was helpful. Since Cassie wasn’t around to corroborate anything he said, it seemed like the ramblings of a distraught grandfather, which I suppose he was. The social worker was next to speak. She gave a very clinical analysis of her time with James and Michael, stating that Michael never really spent any time with James and that her opinion was that he remain where he was until Michael could prove that he did indeed want to get to know James.

When it was my turn to speak, I found myself once again in the position I was the day of the funeral. With everything I had prepared, I was suddenly tongue tied and unable to come up with anything to say. I found myself staring at the judge, trying to think of the perfect thing to say.

“Mr. Jackson. Do you have something to say or are you just going to stand there?”

“Sorry, your Honor. I was trying to think of the perfect thing to say.” I cleared my throat. “James means everything to me and I just worry that I’m going to say the wrong thing.”

The judge nodded, not seeming to hold it against me that I needed a minute. “Continue when you’re ready.”

“Thank you, your Honor. I guess what I really want to say is that since the day James came into my life, he’s completely changed it. My world revolves around him and I would do anything to ensure that he’s happy. I think that he would be happiest with me, but if you feel differently, I will still fight to have a place in his life because he is my son. Biological or not, I love him like he’s my own. He’s mine in every way that counts.” 

I tried to come up with something more eloquent to say, but really, that was what the judge needed to know. 

“That’s really all I can say.” The judge raised his eyebrows like he couldn’t believe that was all I had to say. “I could stand up here for another hour and tell you all about my time with James and the things we do together, but in the end, that’s not important. All I can tell you is that he’s mine and I love him unconditionally. I will always fight for him and put his needs first because that’s what a good parent does. I’m not sure if anything other than that is important. Thank you, your Honor.”

I turned to sit down and saw all my friends and their wives sitting behind us, supporting me. Each one of them was focused on me, so I nodded to them and took my seat.

“Your Honor, as you can see, I have many more witnesses that can speak to the relationship between James and Ryan. I can call each one of them, but they will all tell you the same thing you have already heard.”

“Let’s hold off for now. I’d like to hear from Mr. Scott.”

Michael stood, looking none too happy to be there. After buttoning his suit coat, he stood before the judge to make his argument.

“Your Honor, I am James’s biological father and even though I just came back into his life, by law he is mine. My wife and I have every ability to make sure that he is cared and provided for. We are willing to let him spend time with his step father if he chooses, but his rightful place is by my side. Right now though, Mr. Jackson is distraught and grieving over his wife. He is in no position to truly care for a ten year old boy. We can provide him with grief counselors to make sure he makes it through this difficult time. We feel it would be best if he stayed in our home where we can be sure he is properly looked after.  Thank you, your Honor.”

He sat down looking smug. He wrapped his arm around his wife’s back and held her close. I couldn’t help but be jealous that I couldn’t do the same with Cassandra. His attorney stood to make final arguments in his defense.

“Your Honor, it is admirable that Mr. Jackson would want to care for James after his mother passed, but the fact is that he has no legal standing now that Mrs. Jackson has passed. James is the legal child of my client and his rightful place is in my client’s home.”

He rambled on for another ten minutes and then Garret stood to make our final arguments. I was surprised because I expected something really spectacular from him and was surprised with what he said.

“Your Honor, I could stand up here and go on and on about where James should be, but the social worker and Mr. Jackson already told you everything that I could. You spoke with James and I ask you to strongly consider whatever he said to you. Thank you for your time.”

He sat down and for the twentieth time today, I was really worried.

“That’s it?” I whispered.

“He doesn’t need to hear from me. He needed to hear from you.”

“In light of everything I have heard today and after speaking with James, I can only place him in one house in good conscience. James belongs with his father and I’m afraid that legal or not, you, Mr. Scott are not his father in any way that matters in this court. You may act the part, but you don’t seem to understand what a child needs. The social worker has stated that you didn’t pay attention to James when he was in your home or make any attempt to get to know him. I have a feeling that he was more of a trophy for you than an actual son.

“When you gave your arguments, you spoke of legal rights and what you could provide, but never once mentioned loving your son. And on top of all that, you can’t even get our child’s age right. I am inclined to allow you visitation still, but full custody will remain with Mr. Jackson. This is my final decision. Case dismissed.”

I felt the bang of the gavel deep in my soul. I wasn’t sure I understood what he just said. I felt hands on my shoulders patting me, but I just sat there staring at the judge.

“Ryan, you won,” Garret said smiling.

“I won?”

“Yes, you won. Go see your son.”

A deep breath expelled from my chest and I leaned forward with my head in my hands to get myself under control. Tears filled my eyes and my shoulders shook as I tried to regain my composure. This was real. He was mine and staying with me. 

“I promise you, Cassie, I will do everything I can to give him the life you would have wanted for him. I will love him enough for the both of us.”

I stood and took another deep breath, nodding to the judge before turning and running out of the court room. I ran past my friends who probably wanted to congratulate me, but I didn’t care. There was only one person I needed to see right now. James jumped up from his seat and looked at me hopefully.

“You’re all mine, bud.”

He ran toward me and gave squeezed his arms around my neck. He was eleven now, but in so many ways, he was still just a little boy that needed his dad to take care of him. 

“Let’s go home.”

He nodded and we walked out of the courthouse without looking back. Our friends and Cassie’s parents probably thought it was strange that we didn’t talk to them. I didn’t even thank Garret before we left. I just wanted to take my son home. Of course, by the time we got home I realized that everyone followed us home whether we wanted them to or not. 

The guys ordered food and brought beer to celebrate. Jane and Cal stopped and picked up cake that said Happy Father’s Day. I raised an eyebrow at that and Jane explained that this was the day that I was officially seen as James’s father and we should celebrate that. I didn’t see it that way, but I didn’t say anything. I became James’s father the day I married his mother. If the court had decided against me, they would have had to file a restraining order to keep me away.

“Dad, you never asked me what I told the judge,” he said as we were cleaning up after everyone left. I set down the plates I was putting away and gave him all my attention.

“Did you want to tell me?”

“I told him that you were my dad and I wanted to stay with you. He asked me if anyone had asked me to say anything to him and I told him no. Then he asked me if I liked spending time with Michael.”

I swallowed, not sure if I wanted to hear this. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him that he never talked to me, so I didn’t really know him. Alisha is nice enough, but I don’t want to be with them.”

“Even though he’s your real dad?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think he really wants me.” He looked down at his shoes and I could tell that was probably hard for him to admit. 

“You know that he’s the one missing out, right? Any one that doesn’t want to know you is an idiot. Besides, if he doesn’t want to get to know you, that means you and I get more time to together.”

He nodded and gave a small smile. “I know, but it still sucks.”

“I know, buddy.”

There was nothing else I could say to him. He was glad to be with me, but that didn’t make it easier to hear that one of your parents didn’t want you. I promised that day to make sure that he always knew how much I wanted him.
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Fall passed slowly for James and I. After Cassie’s death and then the court battle, we really needed something to go right for us. I was able to reschedule our trip to the U.K. The travel agency was very understanding of our situation and made sure that we would still be able to make our trip. I had considered taking off at Christmas so that we didn’t have to be in the house with all the reminders, but that wouldn’t have been fair to Jane and Cal.

The weekends that James went to stay with his grandparents were the best and worst for me. It was a relief to not have to pretend to be doing okay for James, but then the house felt cold and empty without him there. This was one of those weekends. I had taken James to Jane and Cal’s yesterday and then spent the rest of the night sitting in Cassie’s chair holding her book. 

I kept running my fingers over the bookmark that she used for every book she read. She used to put in toward the back of the book and then she ran her fingers over the top of the bookmark as she read. There was something hypnotic about it and I remembered watching her one afternoon, completely unable to look away.

Lately, I wasn’t able to feel much of anything. I wasn’t sure if I was cried out or if my heart was just frozen now. I often drifted off into a daze and then found that people were trying to talk to me. Logan had covered for my ass more times than I could count and I knew I was letting him down. I asked him yesterday to have someone step into my shoes for the next six months. I would still perform my duties, but I needed someone that could help me out. I just wasn’t capable of performing at the level the job required. 

He agreed but asked me to let him know if I was ready before then. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be. I felt like I was in a long, dark tunnel and any moment I would see the light and be pulled from the darkness. The problem was, the tunnel never ended. The light never came and I was left searching for my way out. 

The doorbell rang and pulled me from my thoughts. I got up and headed for the front door, only to sigh in irritation when I saw that all the guys were on my front steps. 

“What do you guys want?”

“Poker night. We brought beer,” Drew said.

The guys all shoved their way inside and my irritation grew even more. They all gathered around in the kitchen for beer. I noticed that most of them still had their shoes on and had tracked wet dirt inside. Just fucking perfect. Now I had to clean the floors.

“I’m telling you, if I hear one more time about how Lillian is the only one that takes care of Addie, I’m going to throw something at the wall,” Sean said. “She stays home now. It’s her job to take care of our daughter. I work long hours. Is it too much to ask that I get a break when I walk in the door?”

“Hey, I don’t want to hear about how hard it is on you,” Drew said as he pointed a finger at Sean. “When you have two sets of twins, then you can complain to me about not having a chance to relax.”

“At least you have Cara to help. Isn’t she like the baby whisperer?” Jack asked.

“Baby whisperer or not, she still goes home at the end of the day and Sarah and I are up with the little hellions for hours.”

Cole shook his head. “I wish we were dealing with that. Alex said that she doesn’t want to try anymore. She said that she’s been through enough and doesn’t want to do IVF.”

“Maybe that’s for the best,” Logan said. “I’m not trying to be insensitive, but she might be right. There’s no guarantee that IVF would work for you, and that might just be too hard for her to deal with.”

“I just wanted to give her this after everything we’ve been through.”

I stood in the doorway of my foyer and listened as my friends went on and on about what was happening in their lives. While each of them were dealing with something that was hard for them, I just couldn’t help but wonder why they had to come over here and bitch in my house. I walked over to the doorway of the kitchen and raised my voice slightly.

“You guys need to leave.”

“It’s poker night,” Logan said.

“I don’t care. I didn’t ask you to come over. I want to be alone.”

“Ryan, take it from me. Being alone isn’t the answer. You’re not going to make things easier by sitting here alone with old memories,” Drew said with a frown.

“Really? And having you all come over uninvited and sit around talking about your poor lives and all the problems you’re having is going to make things easier for me?” No one said anything. They just stared at me with blank expressions, except for Sean who looked like he actually felt bad. 

“Do you think I need to hear about how your lives are moving on while I’m hanging on by a fucking thread? Sean, I’m really fucking sorry that you have a new baby girl and your wife wants you to help. That sucks for you. And Drew, sorry that you were blessed with two little boys and now you don’t get any sleep. That must be fucking terrible to know that you’re going to have such a big, loving family. Go fuck yourself. About the only one here I do feel sorry for is Cole and I bet he’d rather kick my ass than have me feeling sorry for him.”

I knew that I was losing it. For the first time in a long time, the tears were threatening again and I just couldn’t stand to have anyone witness me break down yet again.

“Get the fuck out of my house. I didn’t ask for any of you to come and I sure as shit don’t need any of you over here feeling sorry for me.”

“Ryan, we’re trying to help. You can’t just sit here alone whenever James goes to his grandparents. You need to live,” Sebastian said.

“I am living. The only way I know how. You all have your wives and families to go home to, so go and leave me the fuck alone with my memories.”

Logan stepped toward me and gripped my shoulder. “You don’t have to be alone. I can’t fucking stand to see you like this.”

I shoved his hand off my shoulder and let loose the anger inside. “I am fucking alone! You can’t stand to see me like this? I don’t want to see any of you. You come over here and try to act like nothing happened. Like my whole world wasn’t ripped apart. I have to sit and listen to you bitch about your wives or your kids and all I can think is how fucking lucky you are to still have your families. Meanwhile, I’m over here trying to hold it together so James doesn’t see me fall apart every other minute of the day.”

I walked over to the front door and held it open. “You may think you’re helping, but seeing all of you is just another fucking reminder of what I lost. Just get out. Don’t come back and try to help me or make sure I’m okay because I’m not. If any of you show up on my doorstep again, I won’t answer the fucking door.”

I could see the indecision on all their faces. None of them wanted to go, but they knew staying wouldn’t help. I leaned against the door as they started filing out the door. Logan stopped in front of me and stared at the ground for a moment.

“You’re my business partner and my friend, but above that, you’re family. I’ll step back for now and give you space, but I’m never going to leave you alone. You’re drowning, man. Don’t wait too long to ask for a life raft.”

He walked out the door and only after the last truck pulled out of my driveway did I finally shut the door and fall to my knees. I hadn’t really wanted them to go. I just couldn’t stand to be the friend that moped around and brought everyone down. 

“Cassie,” I whispered. “I need you so bad right now. I can’t keep doing this. I’m fucking everything up without you. Give me a sign or something to tell me what to do.”

I wiped at the tears that were falling down my face and looked around the house, hoping that she would appear or give me something. She was never there, though. I was always alone. 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Epilogue

“IT’S A YEAR today, Cassie. One year since you were taken from us.” I blew out a breath as I looked at the headstone. 




Cassandra Jackson




Sleep on, sweet mother and wife,

And take thy rest, God called thee home

He thought it best







I said those words over and over in my head whenever I felt despair creeping in. It was the only thing that gave me comfort when I felt lost without her.

“We’re doing okay now. It’s been a rough year without you, but I’m doing everything I can to make sure I raise James the way you would have wanted.” 

I laughed a little at what was going to happen after this.

“When we’re done here, we’re going back to the house for a celebration of your life. Your parents will be there and  we’re going to toast to your life. James will even be having a drink with us, which I know you’ll be thrilled about. I promise, no hard liquor.”

My throat was straining as I fought the sadness that was creeping in. As usual whenever I thought of Cassandra, my chest tightened painfully, my breathing became ragged, and my vision blurred.

“I decided that I would only bring James out here on the anniversary of your death. I don’t want him to think that this is where he’ll feel close to you. You’re still all around the house. I haven’t touched the book you were reading before you died. It’s still sitting on the table by your favorite chair. I haven’t been able to bring myself to remove your clothes or your makeup. Your favorite bath bombs are still sitting on the side of the tub. I just can’t erase you from my life yet. 

“I still sleep with your pillow wrapped in my arms at night just so I feel like I have your body next to mine. The pillowcase doesn’t smell like you anymore, so I started spraying your perfume around the room to make it feel like you were there. Is that creepy?” I chuckled at the fact that not only was I talking to a dead woman and hoping for a response, but that everything I was doing did sound crazy.

“James has been doing pretty good in school. It was rough for him to go back at first, but everyone’s been really understanding. After a few months, he was back to doing his school work the way he should. We still read together at night and he’s getting pretty fast.”

I sighed and kicked at the ground with the toe of my shoe. “It feels wrong to be standing here telling you about things you should be experiencing. You were never supposed to leave me here alone to take care of him. We were supposed to be a family and grow old together. 

“I’m really trying, Cassie. I’m trying to be the best father I can. I’m trying to keep putting one foot in front of the other and move on. I’m trying to not cry every time I think about everything I lost when you died. I just miss you so much and I feel lost without you. I look like I have my shit together, but in reality I’m a fucking mess after James goes to sleep. It’s the only time I allow myself to really feel anything.

“Every time I walk in that house, I see you and it’s like a punch to the gut. I see James crying sometimes and I want to tell him that it’ll get easier, but the truth is, I still feel like it was just yesterday that you died. I rarely let James go to your parents house to stay the night anymore because I’m afraid my grief will get the best of me. He’s the only thing holding me together right now. I don’t know if there will ever be a day that I don’t think of you or that it doesn’t hurt to not be able to touch you.

“But I’ll keep trying, Cassie. I’ll keep moving forward because I know that’s what James needs.” I bent down and twirled her wedding ring that was still on my pinky finger. “I’ll always love you, Cassie girl. Someday we’ll be together again and I’ll hold you in my arms, but until then, I’ll be loving you and praying that you’re at peace.”

I wiped the tears from my eyes and pressed a kiss to my fingers, then pressed my fingers to the headstone. As I stood, I looked back to see my son waiting by the car with his grandparents. To my utter shock, so were all my friends. Every single one of them stood there with their wives and kids in support of James and I.

I hadn’t spoken to anyone but Logan since that night at my house. That was over six months ago. I knew that I had fucked up when I kicked them out, but my grief wouldn’t allow me to let anyone in. I shook my head slightly, sure that they were a mirage and would all disappear if I could just clear my eyes. 

I looked back at the grave and knew I had to make a decision. I could keep fighting the people that loved me and were trying to help me or I could stay in a life that no longer existed with my Cassie girl. 

“Dad!” James called to me and then waved me over. 

My life was back there, not in this cemetery. I steeled myself and walked back to the car and away from my wife. 

“Until next year, Cassie girl.”  
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